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From the Editors…
by Meghan Block, Carlin Borsheim-Black, and Troy Hicks
At the time of publication of
this issue, Michigan teachers
have spent the past several
months managing the unique
circumstances of teaching in
a pandemic. For some, this
has meant beginning – and
continuing – the year in a fully
remote setting. For others, this
has meant toggling back and
forth, at home and at school,
Troy Hicks
Carlin
Meghan Block
while balancing the needs of
Borsheim-Black
their own families. And, sadly,
for still others, it has meant the loss of family members and colleagues to the devastation of COVID-19.
For the three of us and our families – as well as for you, our readers – we know that these circumstances have
meant teaching and learning via screens in our home offices, or in classrooms that look much different than
usual. It has also meant fewer opportunities to connect with friends and colleagues at conferences or even
in the hallways and breakrooms at school. While we know that it is not a replacement for these impromptu
conversations, we hope these articles offer our readers some energy, inspiration, and community in a school
year when many of us may be feeling less connected to our colleagues and communities than we usually do.
To begin, our Bridging Research to Practice section looks at several strategies that have been established
through teacher research and program evaluation. In the first article of this section, Heidi Gibbons, a
teacher from Geneva Community Unit School District 304, describes how she employs Beers and Probst’s
“book, head, heart” framework to help her students build empathy through their responses to literature.
Then, Dr. Shelley Stagg Peterson, Nazila Eisazadeh, and Andrea Liendo from the Ontario Institute for
Studies in Education at the University of Toronto describe their early literacy assessment tool that allows
educators to evaluate the oral language and nonverbal communication skills young children use in their
personal narratives.
Finally, describing a year-long professional learning program centered on the National Writing Project’s
College, Career, and Community Writers Program (C3WP), Mark Dziedzic, Bryn Orum, and Linda
Denstaedt describe how they supported both English and social studies educators to introduce their
students to a more complex, nuanced form of argument writing. In doing so, they moved these middle
and high schoolers toward what the C3 Social Studies Framework describes as “taking informed action”
and making a difference in their communities.
In our Voices from the Region section, we are pleased to share examples of projects that educators have
implemented, working to support students in new ways in their local communities. Heather Rottermond
and Laura Gabrion, consultants at Wayne Regional Educational Service Agency, examine the importance
of feedback in building student- teacher relationships and ultimately supporting students’ engagement and
Winter 2021, Vol. 53, No. 2
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achievement. The authors consider the unique ways in which feedback can be delivered in remote settings
and provide readers with resources and recommendations.
Then, Jennie Baumann, a doctoral student at Michigan State University, shares a lesson she and her colleagues
learned about planning family literacy nights: less is more! She shares the details of a Pizza and Pages event
that was popular among students and families at the charter schools where she worked as a literacy coach.
In the final article of this section, “‘We Can Do This at Our School!’” Place-based Education, Literacy, and
Learning,” Erica R. Hamilton (Grand Valley State University), Janet Staal (Westside Christian School),
and Jessica Vander Ark (Grand Valley State University) describe the joy that teachers partnering with the
Groundswell program experience with their students in creating a school garden, a meadow for monarchs,
and more. We are again pleased to bring the voice of Jenelle Williams, this time with her colleague Megan
Kortlandt, both literacy coaches with Oakland Schools, who share a wealth of resources—including insight
about securing grant funding—they collected as they built classroom libraries for secondary classrooms in
their district. They have provided a number of links, too, mentioned in the article and available <bit.ly/
Book-Access-COVID19>.
As we move into our Critical Issues section, Jenelle Williams also offers an update on the work she and her team
are doing with the Essential Practices for Disciplinary Literacy Instruction in Secondary Classrooms, including
an invitation to their "Deeper Dive Institute" that is continuing through the 2020-21 academic year.
In our Must Reads section, we bring a number of voices, including our regular contributor Lynette Suckow
(Peter White Public Library, Marquette). Here, she shares reviews of Alexender and Nelson’s The Undefeated,
Craft’s New Kid, Reynolds’ Look Both Ways, Tamaki’s Laura Dean Keeps Breaking Up with Me, and Ribay’s
Patron Saints of Nothing. From there, we also invite the returning voice of Annie Spear (COOR ISD) who
reviews Erin Brown and Susan L’Allier’s new book, No More Random Acts of Literacy Coaching, a resource to
support effective professional collaboration. We again welcome Dr. Raven Jones Stanbrough who reviews
Bettina Love’s book We Want to do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching in the Pursuit of Educational
Freedom, which merges narrative, research, history, and resources to inspire activism toward racial justice.
Finally, we hear from Lisa Nienkark (Lansing Community College), who provides an impassioned review
of Yamile Saied Méndez’s 2020 novel, Furia, a young adult novel about a Camila, an Argentinian high
school student, who – throughout her story, “remains true to herself and to the warrior spirit of her female
ancestors who burn inside of her.”
As a reminder, all of our current articles – and more and more of our archives – are now available on our
website: <scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj>.
Finding ways to do the work that we have always done – and to do so in a time of remote learning – we
know remains a challenge. We look forward to gathering, virtually, with many of you during MRA’s annual
conference, March 12-14, 2021, with the theme of “The Power of Story” and keynote speakers Jacqueline
Woodson, Lester Laminack, and Lucy Calkins. We will also have a “meet the editors” session, and we look
forward to having a conversation with you, as a teacher writer, so you might also become an MRJ author
and we are grateful for the work that you all do with and for your students, families, and communities, and
that you have shared your voices here in MRJ.
Sincerely,
Meghan Block, Carlin Borsheim-Black, and Troy Hicks
Co-Editors, Michigan Reading Journal
mrj@cmich.edu
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President’s Message…
by Colby Sharp, MRA President 2020-2021
Dear Michigan Reading Association Members,
Like just about everyone else teaching during the 2020-2021 school, I often feel
like I have no idea what I’m doing. One day I’m teaching 19 kids in class and
10 online. The next day those numbers are flipped, and a week later the whole
school district is closed to in-person learning for five weeks.
On the Monday before winter break, I logged onto my morning Zoom session
with my students. Looking into the eyes of my students, at least the ones that
had their cameras on, it didn’t take long before I thought that I was in for a long
week. The kids looked done. Done with Zoom. Done with virtual learning.
Done with masks. Done with it all.

Colby Sharp

To be honest, I felt a little done myself.
The next day, I read them Sarah Jacoby’s picture book Forever or a Day. We had an amazing conversation
about trying to live in the moment. The kids talked about the things that were hard about 2020. By the
end of our conversation, it felt like none of us were “done.” In that moment, we committed to making the
most of our final week before winter break, and whatever else 2020 had in store for us. It was a good day.
As we begin to navigate a new year, I can’t help but think about the power of story. Forever or a Day helped
my students finish off 2020 strong, and we kicked off 2021 reading aloud Kate DiCamillo’s Flora & Ulysses.
In a time where so many of us feel disconnected, Kate’s platform when she was National Ambassador for
Young People’s Literature keeps popping into my head: stories connect us. In a time of uncertainty, it is
more important than ever that we connect through story.
The theme of our 2021 Annual Conference is “The Power of Story”. I can’t think of a better way for us to
come together, and make 2021 a year that none of us will ever forget.
-Colby Sharp
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Reading With Our Heads and Our Hearts to
Build Empathy
by Heidi Gibbons

Heidi Gibbons

As an educator, a parent, and a human on this planet,
I aim to prepare future decision makers of our society
who are thoughtful and compassionate. Many literacy
educators know that we can foster empathy in young
people through reading. Because I teach reading, and
because I believe empathy is a social and cognitive skill
that can be taught, I decided to conduct a study to
discover what impact reading could have on intermediate readers’ empathy skills while using the Book Head
Heart (BHH) framework introduced by Kylene Beers
and Bob Probst (2017) in Disrupting Thinking. This
framework encourages students to read metacognitively
with an additional focus on their deeper feelings and
understandings.

Literature Review
Reading Instruction in Schools
Reading instruction includes more than just teaching
students how to decode and extract information. We
also want students to interact with the text, learn from
it, and grow as human beings (Beers & Probst, 2017;
Johnston, 2012; Petrich, 2015). I use the term “text”
often throughout this article. By text, I mean any written form that is read, viewed, or listened to by a reader.
This includes, but is not limited to, novels, graphic
novels, short stories, biographies, news articles, informational books, wordless books, short films, and audio

6

books. Beers and Probst (2017), teaching veterans and
reading instruction experts, argue that “[I]n today’s
world, learning to extract information is not enough”
(p. 21). Their BHH framework offers a tool educators
can use alongside the Common Core State Standards
to help their students respond to texts on multiple
levels.
Research contends that reading should focus on the text
and also go beyond its four corners, ultimately leading to the reader and the text coming closer together,
connecting on metacognitive and emotional levels
(Beers, 2013; Brett, 2016; Cain, 2015). In addition,
relevance matters. A student who reads a topic or story
that is relevant to their lives can truly interact with a
text and will therefore take something away from it
(Beers, 2013; Brett, 2016). Empathy is one student
trait that has the potential to change or grow as a result
of reading.
Empathy
The terms “empathy” and “sympathy” are sometimes
interchangeable, but the difference is point of view,
with the former having the observer take the point
of view of another. Both include an observer’s ability to feel for another person (Aristu, Tello, Ortiz, &
Gándara, 2008; Parsons, 2013). Empathy means taking
care to discover feelings behind behaviors to better
understand them (Johnston, 2012). According to Beers
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and Probst (2017), cultivating empathy is a worthwhile
goal for reading instruction because “we believe creating
this more compassionate, civic-minded person begins
with the texts we have them read and the thinking we
ask them to do about those texts” (p. 71). In Opening
Minds, Johnston (2012) makes a similar argument:
“Apprenticing children into humanity” (p. 71) includes
learning to make caring, compassionate, empathetic
choices.
Reading can increase a reader’s empathy, compassion,
and/or social behavior (Cain, 2015; Johnson, 2011;
Petrich, 2015; Verden & Hickman, 2009). Parsons
(2013) found that fourth graders had a combination
of three different relationships with texts: as outsiders
observing the characters, with the characters in the
book, and actually feeling they had become the characters. This idea of becoming the character is tied to the
empathy described by Verden and Hickman (2009),
who described reading and discussion as an intervention of sorts for students with social-emotional needs
“to be somewhere else for a while and, at the same time,
understand through relating to the stories” (p. 13).
This idea of becoming the character also meshes well
with the concept of social imagination because of the
perspective-taking involved (Johnston, 2012). Research
suggests that reading fiction and responding in written
or oral form can lead to a reader-character connection
where the reader’s imagination leads to growth in caring
thoughts, caring behaviors, and empathy (Cain, 2015;
Johnston, 2012; Parsons, 2013; Verden & Hickman,
2009). Many educators believe strongly in the positive
benefits of learning communities that grow through
response to reading and conversations (Beers & Probst,
2017; Johnston, 2012; Petrich, 2015).

Theoretical Framework
Transactional Theory
Rosenblatt’s Transactional Theory differentiates between
aesthetic reading and efferent reading, arguing that
both are important to readers as they transact with a
text and set a purpose for reading. Aesthetic reading
involves thoughts and emotions; the reader “experiences, savors, the qualities of the structural ideas,
situations, scenes, personalities, emotions called forth,

participating in the tensions, conflicts, and resolutions as they unfold” (Rosenblatt, 1988, p. 10). Efferent reading occurs when “meaning results from the
abstracting-out and analytic structuring of the ideas,
information, directions, conclusions to be retained,
used, or acted on after the event” (p. 10). Although a
reader’s transaction can land anywhere along this continuum, Rosenblatt (1988) reasons that most readings
will land somewhere close to the center of the continuum between efferent and aesthetic reading. She also
argues that “different readings of the same text may fall
at different points along the efferent/aesthetic continuum” (p. 11).
The Book Head Heart Framework
BHH is a simple and direct framework that leads readers down a path that can be both efferent and aesthetic
when interacting with texts. Beers and Probst (2017)
explain to students: “Of course you must read what’s
in the book. The author put those words there for a
reason! But you also must read thinking about what’s in
your own head, your responses. And finally you must
read thinking about what you took to heart—your
feelings, commitments, and values” (p.63).
The Common Core State Standards (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, & Council
of Chief State School Officers, 2010) aim to prepare
students for college and career by the time they finish
high school. These standards affect the approaches to
reading instruction that teachers often take. Attention
to standards can lead many educators to over-emphasize an exclusive focus on the text, and Beers and Probst
agree that “learning to pay attention to what’s in the
text is necessary” (p. 63). However, they contend that
the standards also focus on other goals beyond extracting from the text including intellectual and emotional
interaction. BHH can help educators show students
a path to those end goals. Drawing on Rosenblatt’s
(1988) seminal work, Beers and Probst (2017) believe
readers should have experiences with texts that fall
along the efferent/aesthetic continuum.
As teachers, the way we teach students to approach
reading matters. Traditional methods, Beers and Probst
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(2017) reason, need to be disrupted. At the core of
their argument is the goal that all readers are “responsive, responsible, and compassionate” (p. 162). Their
BHH framework is a vehicle by which we can help
students reach that goal. The book and head elements
of the framework promote responsiveness and responsibility. The heart element of the framework encourages
compassion. Bressler (2018) stated, “For Beers and
Probst, to be a compassionate reader is to be an empathetic reader” (p. 2). I sought to examine what would
happen if I taught students to apply the BHH framework while reading. See Figure 1 for a resource page I
chose to share with students.

I implemented the BHH framework with my third,
fourth, and fifth grade students to take their reading
experiences beyond the text and into their own lives
to see if the BHH approach could indeed lead to more
compassionate readers, more empathetic humans.
In the beginning of the 2019–2020 school year, I had
three accelerated reading groups in three different
grades: third grade had eleven students, fourth grade
had five students, and fifth grade had nine students. All
students who participated in the study were ages 8 - 11.
Each student had parental consent to participate in the
study and had also given student assent to participate.
In total, 25 students participated in the study.

Methodology

Data Collection and Analysis
I decided to use a pre-test and a post-test in the form
of two already-existing measurements of empathy: Bryant’s Empathy Index (1982) and the Empathy Questionnaire for Children and Adolescents (Rieffe et al.,
2010). The former was designed to measure empathy

Teaching Context and Participants
I teach accelerated Reading and Math to third, fourth,
and fifth graders at an elementary school in the western
suburbs of Chicago. I have twelve years of teaching
experience in elementary and middle school classrooms.

Figure 1. BHH Reading Resource Page (found on Richmond Street School’s website article about
BHH - shorturl.at/atvz7)
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in children and adolescents (using a scale ranging from
-11 to 11), and the latter was designed to measure
children’s ability to understand the feelings of others
(using a scale ranging from 0 to 36). I also included
two supplemental questions asking students to self-report how empathetic they were and the level at which
they were able to take another’s perspective. I included
these questions because I wanted direct self-reporting
questions that were absent from the two measurements.
In addition to the surveys, I spent time observing
students’ interactions with one another on two separate
occasions when they had earned a reward day, once
before implementing BHH and once several weeks
later. I observed each group for 50 minutes, taking
note of the behaviors as indicated in Table 2. While my
sample of 25 students was a small one, I was curious to
glimpse any indications of change. Finally, I analyzed
students’ responses to reading in their literacy notebooks that were written during the time period before
I taught the BHH method; and I evaluated students’
later responses after providing direct instruction and
practice time using the BHH method. To do this, I
coded students’ comments in three categories (See
Table 1). I did both analyses (before and after teaching
BHH) so that I would have a way to compare potential
differences in responses after students learned to use the
BHH method while reading.
Implementing the Book Head Heart Framework
Before teaching BHH, I provided time in class for
students to respond to shared texts (picture books and
novel chapters). I provided a T-chart with which students were familiar, labeling the two columns, “What
I noticed in the text?” and “What do I think about it?”
Early in the school year, we focused on strategies such
as making predictions, asking questions, describing
conflict, and recognizing figurative language. I anticipated these strategies being very much a part of the
“Book” and “Head” parts of the framework.
I introduced the BHH framework to each class by sharing the resource page shown in Figure 1 that outlines
how readers can interact with a text. To allow students
practice with the BHH framework, I read aloud After

the Fall (2017) by Dan Santat with the simple instructions that they add to their literacy notebook using a
three-column chart as opposed to our previously-used
two-column chart. The three columns were based on
the newly-introduced framework: “In the BOOK,” “In
my HEAD,” and “In my HEART.” While I did not
model this for students explicitly on that day, I did provide the resource page to each student to use as needed.
Also, as we read, I paused on a few occasions to allow
students time to write and share if they wished to do so.
After concluding After the Fall and sharing aloud some
of our responses, I read aloud another story. To help
students understand the “how a text changed me”
response under the examples in the Heart column, I
followed up After the Fall with a true story Dan Santat
shared on Twitter. The full story can now be found on
Santat’s blog: https://tmblr.co/ZJeVix2lAaCyB. This
story allowed students additional practice with BHH,
but I also had a secondary purpose: to show an example
of how a person can be changed by reading because the
individual in the story shared how a book was a catalyst
that changed his approach to life. This man, who had
once been on the streets, turned his life around after
reading the book.
Hearing this story led to many opportunities for sharing Book, Head, and Heart thoughts, but it also gave
students a strong, striking example of how we can truly
interact with a story and be changed. The man Santat
tried to help had really connected with a lesson from
After the Fall: get back up and try to make progress one
step at a time. He put that lesson into action in his own
life. A gift of money and act of goodwill from Santat
had potential to help but in the end did not. After the
Fall also had the potential to help; in the end, it made
all the difference. This person was in a situation that
students could hardly imagine. However, because of
their interaction with the true story Santat shared, they
had a way to do just that: to imagine what another
person felt and why they felt that way.
After reading this story, we continued to practice BHH
while reading a class novel. In third grade we read
May B.: A Novel (Rose, 2014), in fourth grade we read
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A Year Down Yonder (Peck, 2000), and in fifth grade
we read The Watsons Go to Birmingham (Curtis, 1997).
In addition, students continued to read books from a
variety of genres on their own. I allowed student independence; indeed, I wanted to make it clear that each
person’s interaction with a book is unique to them.
We also started using the word “empathy” in our active
vocabulary. It happened quite naturally when students
started sharing what they wrote while reading; we
discovered that these empathetic thoughts were usually
in their “heart” column. In order to help all students
understand, I walked them through my thinking while
reading May B. In this book, one of the secondary
characters is Mrs. Oblinger, who comes across as rude
and even a little bratty...well, that was how I was feeling
about her when I first started reading and completing
my BHH columns. As the book progressed, however,
I allowed the students to hear my thoughts and feelings shift. This modeling helped students understand
the BHH process. I modeled how I tried to empathize
with her using text clues in order to better understand
her situation and her actions. A character who first
“annoyed” me was now in my heart. When students
started to share heart thoughts about why a character

felt or reacted a certain way, I helped them name the
process of looking for the why behind actions and emotions as empathy.

Findings
Response to Reading
In analyzing students’ journal responses to reading,
I recorded an increase in empathetic comments. Per
entry, the average total of empathetic comments went
from 0.28 to 1.26 instances. See Table 1. Students’
interactions with their books appeared to go deeper
based on the increase in what they noticed in the book,
their head, and in their heart. I separated those comments further into subcategories shown in Table 1.
Some examples of student thoughts included, ““I keep
feeling bad for Kenny. I want to go sit next to him,”
“It’s sad that Byron failed a grade,” and “I believe judging them instantly is wrong.” Another student stated,
“I would do the same if I wasn't so selfish about having
everything and took a moment to think about what I
already had.” Other comments were as follows: “I feel
sorry for May B,” “I feel really bad. He would be really
lonely,” “I’m feeling really worried about those kids,”
and “This is so nice! I think I would give someone
homeless money, but not $400!”

Table 1
Student comment types before and after implementing BHH Framework.
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A positive change occurred in all three categories. It
is important to note that some entries had more than
one category of thought, thus the percentages adding
up to over 100%. In addition, the percentage of 126%
indicated that students were interacting and considering their own emotions more than once (on average)
per journal entry.
I attribute the increase in student comments that shared
feelings to our use of the BHH framework, which gave
students a way (even permission) to share their emotions and their thoughts about characters’ experiences.
They were still taking the time to note what was in
the book, but their own emotional level of interaction
increased overall.
Interacting Beyond Books
I also wanted to determine if there was a shift in
students’ everyday actions since implementing BHH
in our daily reading routines. The post-survey results

compared to the pre-survey results showed a slight
increase in scores indicating empathy. Bryant’s Empathy Index indicated an increase of the average student
total from 3.8 to 4.36 (on a scale that ranges from -11
to 11). EmQue’s student totals changed from 24.32 to
25.04 (on a scale that ranges from 0 to 36). The two
follow-up questions also had responses that increased
slightly. The first question was, “Are you an empathetic
person?” The average student response increased from
a 4 to a 4.2 (on a scale of 1 to 6). The second question
was, “Are you able to take the perspective of others?”
The average student response increased from 3.8 to 4.2
(also on a scale of 1 to 6).
Before and after totals of instances of observed empathetic behavior indicate that all three categories
remained the same. See Table 2. Although the before
and after totals stayed the same, it is notable that there
was an increase in compliments and a decrease in negative words/behaviors.

Table 2
Student behavior observations before and after implementing the BHH Framework.
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One big clue that students were growing in empathy
was a comment embedded inside an independent reading response one-pager. This was beyond the student’s
journal where he had recorded thoughts and feelings
in Book, Head, and Heart columns. On his one-pager,
this student wrote, “This book changed me from being
uncomfortable around someone with a disability, to
now wanting to ask in an appropriate way if they want
to talk about it because I want them to be confident
in themselves.” This student was changed as a result of
reading and interacting with a book.
In addition, our use of “empathy” in our active vocabulary while interacting with stories showed up in
conversations. For example, a third grader told me I
had empathy because of how I described my emotions
toward a character’s situation. Another student showed
she transferred her new understanding when completing a project that asked what content of her character
she wanted to be known by: she said she wanted to be
known for being empathetic. Several months later, a
third student commented that he realized he needed
to show empathy when someone was acting differently
than normal, and another student included the following in one of her independent reading responses: “I
think that Steven is just really trying to help Jeffrey be
happy and less scared and joking around and is really
having empathy for Jeffrey.”
I am proud and pleased to see my students’ thinking
about reading shift from an efferent interaction to one
that was both efferent and aesthetic. When a student
can point to what an author did to portray a character’s emotions, their ability to analyze a text improves.
Beyond that, though, a student’s ability to interact
outside of books improves when they can point to what
an author did to portray a character’s emotions and
express what they (as a reader) felt and did in response.
I am pleased with the small changes the data showed
overall, and it gives me hope that continued use of the
BHH method could, over time, lead to a larger change
in students’ empathy skills.

Implications & Conclusion
This study’s timeframe of eight weeks limited the depth
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of results. True evidence of growth in student empathy
skills would take more time. Over eight weeks, students
showed a change in their ability to interact with books
at a heart level (with empathy for characters). The
change in their empathy skills beyond books, however,
was small. I feel this is because change takes time.
Therefore, I believe more research (i.e., a study with a
longer timeframe) would be beneficial. Transfer of skills
from one situation (interaction with books/characters)
to another (interaction with others in life) is possible,
and I believe it is important to discover how that transfer occurs over time.
Through this study, I learned that showing kids how to
engage with a book at the “heart level” can yield noticeable results. In addition, I have learned there is value
in recognizing the cognitive side of empathy. With the
vocabulary of empathy, I saw my students better able
to include the idea of empathy (and recognize it) in
their conversations. This new confirmation will impact
my classroom practice in simple but profound ways. I
will make a concerted effort to be direct with students
about sharing their heart thoughts. We will make a
whole-class effort to use the vocabulary of empathy
over the course of the three years students are in my
classroom.
For other educators who are considering teaching the
BHH approach to reading, here are some tips:
Tip 1: Remember, as teachers, we’re part of the
team that can help “apprentice children into
humanity” (Johnston, 2012, p. 71). BHH is a way
to open up the wider human world to students.
Tip 2: Teach students to use the language of empathy and “put themselves in others’ shoes.” Encourage this inside and outside of class.
Tip 3: To start, model with a shared text. Be honest
and direct with students about your thinking process; share personal changes in thinking or attitude.
Tip 4: Continue embedding the framework into
whole-class and independent reading. Even though
a shared reading experience may have been used to
start, choice reading is key.
Tip 5: Students think and feel uniquely, so BHH is
NOT a set order or checklist.
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Tip 6: Students should be encouraged to share
(or write down) their most impactful noticings,
thoughts, and feelings, but they do not have to
interrupt their reading flow constantly.
Tip 7: Bring the framework outside of fiction
books and into the world of non-fiction, including
articles and even discussions about home, school,
community, and the world. Help students recognize the power of empathy.
Tip 8: When ready, ask students to go deeper by
sharing a lengthier reflection about how reading
a particular book or article affected and changed
their thinking or attitude.
Tip 9: Share this framework with caregivers and
other educators.
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Our research starts with the premise that language is
foundational to children’s literacy learning and development. As reflected in early childhood curricula (e.g.,
Michigan Department of Education, 2010; Ontario
Ministry of Education, 2006), and in research (e.g.,
Dickinson & Porche, 2011), supporting young children’s language and nonverbal communication in early
years settings through assessment-informed pedagogy
is of great importance. We collaborated with kindergarten teachers in northern rural Canadian kindergarten classrooms to develop assessment tools to help us
understand what children can do with language and
nonverbal communication modes.
We started by reviewing available oral language assessments for primary classrooms, finding three types:
1. Tools that assess children’s receptive language
These tools (e.g., Clay, 2007; Crevola & Vineis,
2004) measure the accuracy in children’s repetition
of sentences of increasing syntactic complexity after
hearing an adult say the sentences.

Nazila Eisazadeh

Andrea Liendo

2. Tools that assess children’s language as they interact
with adults
Assessment criteria within these tools include
actions such as using language to initiate conversations or asking questions and articulation of
speech sounds so that adults can understand what
is being communicated (e.g., Dickinson et al.,
2003).
3. Tools that assess children’s language in everyday interactions
Assessment criteria include demonstration of
phonological awareness, knowledge of content and
structure of language, use of specialized vocabulary, and use of social conventions like turn-taking
in conversations within these tools (e.g., British
Columbia Education, 2004; Scholastic Canada,
2011).
Subsequent steps in our assessment tool development
process, described in detail elsewhere (Peterson et
al., 2018), involved video-recording and analyzing
2,584 utterances in 81 video-recordings of children’s
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construction and dramatic play. From our analysis,
we created an oral language assessment tool for use
in play and small-group learning activities (Portier &
Peterson, 2017). Participating teachers have used this
tool to inform their teaching and reporting to parents. Speech-language pathologists in the schools, who
typically use standardized tests, welcomed this evidence
of identified children’s everyday language to complement the information that they gather.
However, the tool is limited to the assessment of the
social purposes of language and nonverbal communication. Agreeing with Zhang (2015) that it is important
to have a range of assessment tools that fulfill multiple
purposes (including tracking children’s progress in
learning, supporting teaching and identifying children
who need additional support), we created another tool,
which we introduce in this paper. Viewing children’s
homes and communities as containing an abundance
of cultural and cognitive resources, or funds of knowledge, for children’s language, literacy, and conceptual
learning (Hedges et al., 2011; Moll et al., 1992), we
put children’s stories about their home and/or community experiences at the centerpiece of our assessment
approach.
Our research involved the collaborative design of tasks
for eliciting children’s personal narratives, together with
a framework for analyzing language features within the
personal narratives. With the overall purpose of using
our analysis to develop an assessment tool for teachers’
use, our study was guided by these research questions:
1. What are the characteristics of oral narratives told
by participating five-year-old children in response
to three open-ended tasks?
2. How do children’s narratives vary in response to
each task?
After summarizing previous research on oral language
assessment, we report on our development of the
Language and Nonverbal Communication Assessment
(LNCA) and on our analysis of children’s narratives. We
use the LNCA to assess one child’s personal narrative
and conclude with a discussion of how the tool can be
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used and adapted for classrooms beyond those in our
collaborative project.

Literature Review: Assessment of
Children’s Oral Narratives
Teachers, researchers and speech-language pathologists
have frequently used children’s oral narratives as data
sources for assessing language (Lucero, 2015; Mendez
et al., 2018). Expected elements (e.g., characters, plot,
setting) and relationships between them vary across
cultures (Booth, 2005; Bruner, 1986). For example,
in narratives of many Indigenous communities, the
characters may carry out a series of actions in loosely-connected episodes. In European-based narratives,
the characters’ intentions may guide actions as the
protagonist overcomes a challenge (Hanson, 2009;
Iseke, 2013).
Some researchers have suggested that children find
it easier to demonstrate their linguistic and narrative knowledge through retelling stories, rather than
through creating their own stories from wordless picture books (Lever & Sénéchal, 2011). These researchers hypothesize that wordless picture books provide
models of story structure and potential vocabulary
and sentence structures that children may use in their
retellings (Kaderavek & Sulzby, 2000). Relationships
between children’s use of syntax and their oral narratives have been found in studies involving monolingual,
English-speaking children (Kaderavek & Sulzby, 2000;
Lever & Sénéchal, 2011), and between vocabulary and
narrative competence in research involving monolingual English-speaking and Spanish-English-speaking
children (Heilmann et al., 2010; Wood et al, 2017).
In recent studies based on this premise, researchers
found that syntactical structures used by 5-8-year-old
bilingual children in Spanish (their L1) and in English
oral narratives varied, but their use of macrostructural
elements (overarching structure of the story, including relationships between narrative elements such as
setting, problem, attempts to solve and resolution of
the problem) was consistent (Lucero, 2015; Mendez
et al., 2018). There were no significant cross-language
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associations between narrative macrostructures in the
two narratives told by Samoan- and English-speaking
preschoolers after they had listened to a story through
headphones while viewing the images of an e-picture
book, however (Westerveld, 2014). Children’s expressive vocabulary scores were significantly related to
their performance on macrostructure elements within,
but not across, languages. As was found in studies of
monolingual English-speaking children, the bilingual
children’s vocabulary appeared to be associated with
quality of story retelling or macrostructure within the
same language.
Other researchers have found that children’s co-created
narratives in dramatic play provide valuable information about their knowledge of narrative structure
(Altidor-Brooks et al., 2019; Dunn, 2008; Genishi &
Dyson, 2014). In their dramatic play narratives, children actively drew upon their experiences and cultural
knowledge of roles and social expectations, as well as
narratives, to develop characters and create storylines
that aligned with characters’ roles, intentions and personalities. This body of research was particularly influential to the creation of our Language and Nonverbal

Communication Assessment tool, as it aligned with our
valuing of children’s funds of knowledge. We describe
the development of the tool in the following section.

Development of the Language
and Nonverbal Communication
Assessment (LNCA)
Teaching teams of a teacher and an early childhood
educator (ECE) from five kindergarten classrooms,
each in a different rural community in northern
Ontario, Canada, participated in our study. In Ontario,
kindergarten is collaboratively taught by a teacher and
an ECE. Twenty-seven girls and 17 boys responded
to one of three tasks inviting them to tell a personal
narrative (see Figure 1). Participating teachers selected
the storytelling task that they believed best aligned with
their students’ interests and abilities. The children were
five years old at the time of the study. Eight children are
Indigenous and speak an Indigenous English dialect.
All of the teachers are female and non-Indigenous.
They and participating non-Indigenous children speak
English as their mother tongue.

Please choose one of these options to try out with children whose parents give consent. If you
modify the prompt because it is not working well to elicit children’s language, please ensure that
your voice is recorded, as well as the child’s, so we know how you improved on the prompt.
Narrative Prompt: Say to the child: Tell me a story about a time when you had fun (with your
family/with a friend/in your community/anywhere you choose).
Toy/Play Prompt:*LYHWKHFKLOGVRPHEXLOGLQJPDWHULDOVDQG¿JXUHVSXSSHWV6D\WRWKHFKLOG
Please create a place for these 2 people/animals/creatures to live or to have an adventure. After
the child has created the setting, say to the child: Tell me a story about what will happen when the
two characters are in this place you have made.
Drawing Prompt: Say to the child: Please draw a picture of a time when you had fun (with your
family/with a friend/in your community/anywhere you choose). If the child tells a story while
GUDZLQJWKHUH¶VQRQHHGWRJRIXUWKHU,IWKHFKLOGLVTXLHWRURQO\H[SODLQVZKDWVKHKHLVGUDZLQJ
WKHQVD\WRWKHFKLOGZKHQVKHKH¿QLVKHVWKHGUDZLQJTell me what is happening in your picture.

Figure 1. Personal Oral Narrative Prompts
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Preparation for Data Collection
Naz and Shelley met with participating teacher-ECE
teams to introduce the project, offering three potential
tasks for eliciting children’s personal narratives and
three potential assessment categories (e.g., fluency, specific vocabulary, and narrative features). Together, we
discussed how the tasks and assessment criteria could be
adapted for their classroom contexts.
We also viewed videos of children engaged in dramatic
and construction play, gathered as part of our larger
project, to try out ways of recording information on the
LNCA and to add specific criteria to the three general
categories. The teachers and ECEs used tallies within
each category, for example, circling particular features
and writing some of the words, phrases, gestures, intonation and other nonverbal communication modes that
children used. Because the children’s narratives were to
be video-recorded for our analysis, we held a practice
session during which one member of the teacher-ECE
team told a story in response to one task, and the other
team member used an iPad to video-record her colleague. We then did some troubleshooting to ensure
that everyone felt comfortable with the video recording
process. We talked about informed consent and voluntary participation in the study, and suggested further
improvements to the tasks and assessment categories.
Through this process, we created the three different
tasks in Figure 1.
Teacher teams uploaded 44 videos to the project’s website after trying one of the tasks with children whose
parents/caregivers had given written consent. Videos
were transcribed for analysis.
Data Analysis and Development of Assessment Tool
Through inductive analysis, we further refined the
LNCA. We wanted to capture a range of linguistic
features of language and nonverbal communication and
features of the narratives themselves. Starting with the
criteria and categories from our meeting with participants, we viewed uploaded videos and identified additional criteria related to relationships between characters
and events, monitoring for meaning, enhancing meaning multimodally and use of grammatical features. After
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determining how to describe the range of competence
that children demonstrated in each of the categories,
Andrea and Naz analyzed the transcripts individually
and then we all met to discuss their analyses. We found
that the LNCA needed further refinement to enhance
clarity and to combine overlapping categories.
As shown in figure 2, the final version of the LNCA
includes these language categories: language fluency,
narrative features, ways of connecting events/ideas to
theme, monitoring meaning if there is confusion/missing information, use of non-verbal language or hooks/
expressions to enhance meaning/engage audience,
vocabulary, and grammar. In this final stage of developing the assessment tool, we inserted check boxes beside
each descriptor within each of the language categories.
We placed the specific descriptors within each category
in descending order according to what we perceive,
based on our experience as teachers of young children
and our reading of the research literature, as a progression toward greater competence.
After refining the LNCA, we assessed the usefulness of
the three storytelling prompts/tasks. The toy task was
used in 12 of the videos, the drawing task in 17 videos,
and the storytelling task was used in 15 videos. We
compared and contrasted percentages of each descriptor
across the three tasks.
Because teachers and ECEs did some prompting to
support children’s oral storytelling, we also analyzed
their prompts. Inductive analysis of the transcripts led
to our development of these categories.
The teacher:
1. repeats all or part of the child’s response;
2. shows interest (e.g., “mmhm,” “I see!,” “okay,”
“really?”)
3. asks for more information (e.g., “Where did you go
fishing?” or “Did you go on a boat?”)
We calculated frequencies of each teacher prompt type
for each of the storytelling prompts/tasks to determine
which task appeared to require greater teacher input in
order for children to tell their stories.
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Figure 2. Language and Nonverbal Communication Assessment (LNCA)
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Characteristics of Children’s Oral
Narratives and Teacher Prompting
Participating five-year-old children’s personal narratives
ranged from having no words, as one child used gesture
and other nonverbal modes in their narrative, to more
than 1,250 words. The average number of words in
children’s narratives was 142.8. Most narratives were
approximately 50 words. Most children provided information about the name or role of at least one character
in their narrative, although a few children referred to
characters only using pronouns and a few provided
information about multiple features of characters. The
events and ideas in most children’s narratives were
loosely connected, though some children used conjunctions to connect them and even explained causal
relationships between them. A few children included
one idea or event.
To enhance meaning, many children communicated
multimodally, most frequently by using gestures or a
combination of gesture, intonation, and sound effect.
They also used a question or invitation to hook their
audience.
When the meaning became unclear because of missing
or confusing information, a few children attempted to
make their story clearer to their audience. For example,
Joe said, “this one being bad, so that’s why they put the
one in time out,” to explain why one of his figurines
was moved away from the others. For the most part,
however, the children did not attempt to make changes
to their narrative in order to clarify meaning.
Most narratives included more than four specific words.
Often these words were nouns (e.g., dolphin, tarantula,
elevator, submarine). When responding to teachers’
questions, children often omitted subject and object
pronouns. When they did use pronouns, they generally
used the correct form for the context. Children were
more likely to use verb tenses incorrectly than correctly.
Although teacher prompting was not our initial
focus, as we were interested in the children’s language,
we noted that teachers used a number of prompts
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throughout the children’s storytelling. The range in
number of teacher prompts per video was 2 to 24 in the
toy task videos, 2 to 32 in the storytelling task videos,
and 4 to 123 in the drawing task videos. The average
number of prompts for the toy task was 9. For the storytelling task, the average was 13, and for the drawing
task, the average was 48. In 41 of the 44 videos, teachers asked for information specific to the story at some
point in the interactions with children. Questioning
was especially frequent when teachers used the drawing
task, as teachers asked for clarification of what was in
the drawing. Transcripts for this task often contained
much more teacher talk than transcripts for the other
two tasks. When using the storytelling prompt, teachers
most frequently displayed interest to encourage children to continue or elaborate their story.
Characteristics of Narratives by Task
Children’s narratives of more than 100 words were
more likely to be in response to the narrative and toy/
play tasks than to the drawing task. Children who
responded to the narrative task were less likely to have
missing or confusing information when telling their
oral tales. They often used multiple specific words in
response to the narrative task. For example, Tita used
the words: trampoline, water park, bowling, and snow,
when telling her story about a time when she had fun
with family and/or friends. Narratives elicited by the
narrative task were also more likely to include multiple
details of characters. For example, Carlo explained, “I
got to stay with Kona, the dog. It was a tiny dog. She's
that tall [indicates height with hand]. That’s how tall.”
The toy/play with props task, in comparison, appeared
to provide greater opportunities for the children to
enhance meaning/foster audience engagement through
gestures, intonation, sound/effect, and/or hooks and
voice expression. Children readily used the toys/props
to gesture or move across their imaginative storyboard
when telling their stories. Some children also added
intonation or sound effect and/or hooks and voice
expressions to these gestures. Caitlyn, for instance, said,
“Waa waaa waa woof!” when a kangaroo puppet was
trying to intimidate the owl puppet from coming into
the home (see Figure 3). Caitlyn also inched the owl
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Figure 3. Telling Story with Props
towards the home she was constructing for the kangaroo and made the kangaroo puppet move up and down
while making sound effects.
This multimodal process, particularly the visual aids
and the construction play material available for this
task, appeared to support the children in connecting
their events/ideas to the theme using causal relationships and conjunctions. For example, while manipulating construction play material to create the story’s
setting (the animal home), Caitlyn said, “He doesn’t
wanna . . . the kangaroo doesn’t want the owl to go in
the home because he’s building the owl home right now
and he doesn’t want it to go in the home.” However,
since these props were visible to the audience, children
were also less likely to provide greater details of the
character(s) in their story, such as role, relationship,
feelings, and motivation. Caitlyn did not orally explain
the motivations, for instance, behind the kangaroo
not wanting the owl to come to the home Caitlyn was
building. The two modes, gesture and sound effects,
were often more prevalent than talk in children’s narratives that involved toys or props.

Using the LNCA to Assess One
Child’s Oral Narrative
Figure 4 shows how one teacher has used the LNCA
to assess Susan’s oral narrative. We include part of the

transcript of Susan’s story (which evolved into multiple
stories) and her teacher’s prompts.
Teacher: Tell me a story about a time when you had
fun with your family or friends.
Susan: I went fishing and I had fun and I caught my
first fish.
Teacher: Awesome!
Susan: I had the toy boat and I ride it all the way
back to the bridge. It was out of batteries so
my dad took it and put the new batteries and
I ride it again. It was really hard to catch em’
when it go under the boat (Susan mimics the
action of the fish swimming under the boat).
Submarines can do dat.
Teacher: Cool!
Susan: All the boats are different. My dad bought
me one for fun… .Oh and something else!
I went to the circus and I went to the big
swings that go high. When I went on those
swings, I went on that boat. It goes zoom and
it go different way like that (Susan imitates
a swinging motion with her hand). The other
boat went high and I was at the top and it
makes it scary ‘cuz you go way up (Susan
imitates the swinging motion with her hands
this time with more vigor).
Teacher: I’d get scared too.
Susan: I went on the different one. Did you know
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those things where you…the roller coa…I
went on one roller coaster.
Teacher: Wow!
Susan: It goes up and down (Susan mimics the roller
coaster movement with her arm).
Teacher: Was that in Thunder Bay or Toronto?
Susan: Toronto. I went with my baby cousin. It’s
Eva. Eva plays with me. Her know how to
say.
Teacher: What does she say?

Susan: Her can say letters
Teacher: Is that the end of your story?
Susan: No.
Teacher: Another story?
Susan: I got another one ‘bout CHRISTMAS!!!
Teacher: Next time, okay?
In this part of the transcript, Susan introduced the
boat that her father had bought and then provided a
causal relationship, explaining that since the boat was
out of batteries, her dad replaced them for the boat to

Figure 4. Susan’s Language Assessment
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work again: “It was out of batteries, so my dad took it
and put new batteries, and I rode it again.” Susan also
used gesture to enhance meaning and increase audience
engagement by enacting the quick movements of fish
under her fishing boat to explain that fish were difficult to catch when swimming underneath a boat. She
used expressions such as “Oh, and something else!” to
capture the attention of the listener and give further
details about the story. She used more than four specific
words in her narrative (e.g., batteries, submarine, boat,
roller coaster, circus). She used the correct verb tense
when making comments such as, “It goes zoom and it
goes a different way like that” to describe the swings she
went on at the circus. Furthermore, she often used full
sentences, with both the subject and the predicate.

Wider Use of the Language and
Nonverbal Communication
Assessment
In our development of the LNCA, we have attempted
to address previously-documented concerns about early
years assessments: a lack of validity, lack of collegial perspectives, limited value for different contexts, and lack
of capacity to show change in children’s learning over
time (Blaiklock, 2008). The LNCA has been developed as a collaboration between teachers, ECEs and
university researchers through analysis of 44 children’s
oral narratives. It reflects a wide range of perspectives
on aspects of children’s language and nonverbal communication that should be included in an assessment.
Validity is high, as teachers assess samples of children’s
personal narratives, which have long been recognized
as authentic texts (Booth, 2005; Bruner, 1986). The
LNCA assesses nonverbal communication modes, as
well as features of children’s language. Additionally,
our use of open-ended tasks allows children to draw on
their funds of knowledge (Hedges et al., 2011; Moll et
al., 1992), resulting in greater relevance and potential
value across classroom contexts. Although teachers and
ECEs only gathered samples at one time of the year, we
see potential for repeating this assessment at the end of
the school year to enable observations of change over
time in children’s language and nonverbal communication to tell a personal story. We also see potential for

using this assessment checklist as a springboard within
a larger repertoire of assessment tools (e.g., Best Start
Expert Panel on Early Learning, 2007) that continually
assess a child’s knowledge and skills from a developmental perspective and offer teachers suggestions for
next steps.
Our analysis of participating children’s responses to
the three tasks shows that each one offers a context for
highlighting particular features of children’s language
and nonverbal communication. Given that gathering language samples requires one-on-one time with
students, teachers collaborating with us are leaning
toward using the narrative task. The narrative task does
not require props and our analysis shows that teachers
did less prompting. Additionally, the narratives of many
children responding to the task were at least as elaborated narratives responding to the other two tasks. They
included at least as many narrative and multimodal
features as did those responding to the drawing and
toy/prop tasks, as well.
We recognize that gathering language samples using
video-recordings—a practice that is manageable in
classrooms where an ECE and teacher work together—
may not be feasible in other classrooms. We offer the
following five extensions of our research:
1. Pair students up in the classroom so that they can
tell each other narratives about a time they had fun
with family/friends (e.g., family activities during
various seasons). Props (e.g., puppets) can be available to facilitate students’ storytelling.
2. While students are telling their stories, teachers can
move around the room and informally assess the
narratives using the LNCA.
3. As a follow-up to storytelling, students could draw/
write/dramatize the stories, perhaps in multiple
languages to celebrate the children’s home languages.
4. Children could tell stories to students from older
grades who are their paired reading partners. The
older partners could video-record the storytelling
for teachers as part of their assessment documentation.
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5. While children are sharing stories in “show and tell,
author’s chair” or similar contexts, teachers might
use the LNCA to assess their language and nonverbal communication.
This version of the LNCA is our initial attempt at
creating a multimodal assessment tool with an emphasis on oral narrative. We will be modifying it in future
years, as we gather narrative samples from a larger
group of children in kindergarten and also in Grade 1.
We will also more closely examine teachers’ prompts to
determine the relationship between prompts and children’s language. Another follow-up to this research is to
create a teaching resource with videos of children’s oral
language and nonverbal communication that reflect
patterns in performance of children by age and time of
year. In this way, teachers will be able to make judgments about their children’s language and nonverbal
communication modes while telling personal narratives,
in comparisons with those of peers in similar contexts.
Additionally, in future collaborative action research
activities with participating teachers, we hope to
develop teaching practices that build on what children
show they can do with language in their narratives, and
collaboratively reflect on their effectiveness.
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Mark Dziedzic
The presidential campaign and fallout from the election of 2020 will surely go down as a low point in
American politics, though it shouldn’t surprise anyone
paying attention to the de-evolution of respectful public
argument. More unfortunate is that this display is representative of the “argument culture” our young people
inhabit every day. We live in a world of algorithmic echo
chambers: meme culture, caricatures, and misrepresentations—if not outright lies—that speak to those who
will agree, a ready audience who likes, retweets, and
subscribes. The more one denigrates those who disagree,
the more likely it is that one’s social media post will gain
traction and go viral. It doesn’t have to be this way.
Schools are not responsible for getting us to this
point, though schools are not blameless. Susan Stern,
a Greater Madison Writing Project Teacher Consultant authored the poem “Former Police Officer Badge
#1087” (2020) modeling the kind of reflection and
questions that education in America must confront. In
her poem, Stern writes to Derek Chauvin—the Minneapolis police officer who murdered George Floyd—and
asks: “Who were your teachers?” Instead of distancing
herself from the pain and ownership of racism, Stern

Bryn Orum

Linda Denstaedt

tries to find herself in it. In this time of finding ourselves as a nation, we ought to look closely at our teaching, as well as the education system’s role in cultural
and systemic racism, oppression, and inequality. Classrooms can cultivate respectful habits of engagement
and equip young people with the skills to grapple with
complex issues in and out of the classroom, but we have
work to do. Classrooms can and must be a place where
we offer our students something better.
In the Fall 2020 edition of the Michigan Reading
Journal, Cornelius Minor calls us to not pine for a
return to what was but instead to, as Susan Stern did,
sit with the reality that the “normal” had always left
behind, disenfranchised, and marginalized many. He
invites us to consider possibilities: “What if we did not
return to normal? What if we returned to BETTER?
What are the practices, approaches, and habits that we
can abandon, and what are the new kid-and-community-centered structures that we can erect in their places?”
(Minor and Hicks, 2020). Our nation needs community and student-centered classrooms that invite young
people into public conversations and provide them with
opportunities to listen, learn, and contribute.
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National Writing Project’s Research of Source-based
Argument and Civic Engagement
Since 2013, the National Writing Project has engaged
in research on The College, Career, and Community
Writer’s Program (C3WP) with the support of the
US Department of Education’s Investment in Innovation (i3) grants. The program has three components:
professional development, instructional resources, and
formative assessment tools. The program is designed
to present new instructional practices that support students as they develop skills in source-based argument
writing, all of which leads to civic and community
engagement with self-selected social issues. Independent evaluations of the program during each grant cycle
have demonstrated a positive, statistically significant
impact on the attributes of student writing—content,
structure, stance, and conventions—measured by the
Analytic Writing Continuum for Source-Based Argument Writing (Gallagher et al, 2015; Arshan et al,
2018).
C3WP is designed for teacher action research and adaptation by local writing project sites, teacher-leaders,
and district teachers involved in C3WP professional
learning communities. The program supports teachers
as they experience and implement new instructional
materials and practices and formatively assess student
work to determine instructional next steps. In classrooms across the nation, teachers and students enact
the design principles and key practices that move
learning away from the single authority of a textbook.
Instead, students are invited into controversial conversations (Hess, 2009) that value the process of listening
to a diversity of perspectives as well as support them as
they engage with critical literacies, ultimately leading
toward active participation and civic engagement in
their communities (Friedrich, 2017; Friedrich et al.,
2018; Gallagher, et al., 2015; National Writing Project,
2020).
Exploring Something Better
As NWP Thinking Partners, we have worked in collaboration with dozens of Michigan and Wisconsin C3WP
teachers, as well as district-sponsored professional learning communities interested in rethinking their English
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and/or social studies courses. Each professional learning
community worked together through multiple events
for a minimum of one school year to adapt the C3WP
model to their context and to provide opportunities
for students to engage in public discourse beyond the
classroom.
The research findings cited above—and our experiences
with C3WP—confirm that we are not stuck with the
current argument culture. As we redefine argument as
inquiry, we seek to move from unexamined or uninformed positions into what Deborah Tannen (1999)
describes as “the complex middle” of contested issues.
This requires shifts in ways of being and taking up
new frames of thinking. In this article, we identify five
instructional practices that cultivate student-centered
classrooms where young people are invited to listen,
learn, and contribute to public conversations.
A Guiding Metaphor: Argument as Inquiry & Classrooms as Parlors
The Burkean Parlor, an idea introduced by philosopher
and composition scholar Kenneth Burke (1974), serves
as our guiding metaphor for C3WP and the culture of
argument that is not only possible, but necessary, in our
classrooms and in our world. He describes it this way:
Imagine that you enter a parlor. You come late.
When you arrive, others have long preceded you,
and they are engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion too heated for them to pause and tell you
exactly what it is about. In fact, the discussion had
already begun long before any of them got there, so
that no one present is qualified to retrace for you
all the steps that had gone before. You listen for a
while, until you decide that you have caught the
tenor of the argument; then you put in your oar.
Someone answers; you answer him; another comes
to your defense; another aligns himself against you,
to either the embarrassment or gratification of your
opponent, depending upon the quality of your
ally’s assistance. However, the discussion is interminable. The hour grows late, you must depart. And
you do depart, with the discussion still vigorously
in progress. (110)
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The Burkean Parlor describes the “ways of being” in
controversial conversations that we must strive for in
our classrooms. Entering the parlor requires humility,
as we acknowledge the conversations we join have
been going on before we arrived and will continue
after we depart. The issue is contested; discussants may
agree on some of the facts, but bring different perspectives and additional information. No one is the sole
expert; each brings divergent and overlapping ideas.
As visitors, we participate by listening to understand
instead of to respond or attack. We reflect on what we
hear and how new information redirects our thinking
or raises questions. We track our thinking, clarifying
the relationship between perspectives and ideas. By
listening we become aware of our biases before we
“put in our oar.”

allows us to continually add new information, reflect
and track how our understanding and position is evolving as a result.

In contrast to so much of what we see in public
discourse today, Burke contends that the purpose of
joining the conversation is not to tell everyone who disagrees that they are wrong, end the discussion, repeat or
summarize what has already been said, or say our part
and storm out. The addition of our thinking instead
advances the conversation and brings a unique understanding that would not be included if we were not
there. If our classrooms are to become parlor-like, we
must shift to teaching practices that cultivate the culture, skills, and abilities of our students to participate
in these important conversations, and we describe the
instructional shifts that some of our partner teachers
made in their work during our project.

Writing in a C3WP classroom gives students the
opportunity to grapple with the ideas each text brings
to the conversation and encourages students to ask
questions and create new connections. Simple structures like those found in They Say / I Say: The Moves
That Matter in Academic Writing (Graff & Birkenstein,
2014) support student thinking as they cite information from the text and comment to push back, connect,
and/or extend with their own ideas. Reflective writing
and claim building through regularly revisiting the
question: What do you think now? also asks students to
track the development of their thinking, identify and
parse out what matters most to them, and articulate
where they stand on the issue “at this time.”

Instructional Shift #1: From Comprehension to
Evolving Thinking: Iterative Reading, Writing and
Discussion
In his book, Rewriting, Joseph Harris (2017) describes
writing and thinking as “bound up in” the ideas of
others. Reading, writing and discussion are mutually
reinforcing practices, “bound up” in one another in
C3WP. We read and listen to understand, and then we
reconsider our positions on issues. We write and discuss
in order to clarify, and we also track our own and
others’ thinking to add to the conversation. Then, we
layer in additional readings, writings and discussions.
This iterative approach intertwines literacy skills and

Through discussion, students shift from being in
conversation with the texts to being contributors to the
conversation (McCann, 2014). “Turn and talk” opportunities as well as large group discussions all provide
students an opportunity to identify meaningful information, trending ideas, and major issues, as well as to
revise their thinking—and face their biases—in order
to make and support claims with evidence. The C3WP
classroom enables new thinking to emerge and evolve.
Talk, in and of itself, becomes a rich additional text that
honors student contributions as they make meaning
and arrive at an informed claim; the discussion itself
serves as a co-created text of the room.

Reading in a C3WP classroom is more than knowledge
acquisition. There is no “right” or “wrong” information
to find while reading. Sequencing texts to gradually
build complexity provides a natural scaffolding to
more complex texts and nuanced thinking. Annotation
strategies frame reading as conscious identification of
significant information by asking questions like: What
seems most significant to you? What adds to your thinking
or has you wondering? These questions help students
find convergence and divergence of ideas across texts
and offer multiple lines of thinking that students can
pursue in writing and discussion.
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Instructional Shift #2: From Debate to Discussion:
Cultivating a Culture of Argument in a 9th Grade
English Classroom
If we want our classrooms to function as parlors, we
must design and teach with these goals in mind, not to
mention the need to push back on and unlearn practices encouraged in the current argument culture. For
argument to flourish, we must create, maintain, and
nurture the conditions so students feel safe-enough to
practice new skills and habits of argument.
In Greater Madison Writing Project teacher consultant
Liz Mehls’s 9th grade English classroom, for instance,
students worked to build such an argument culture at
the start of the school year with a series of bellringer
activities adapted from the C3WP Identifying Arguments and Entering Conversations (National Writing
Project, 2020). Using writing and discussion, students
began by responding to questions with low-stakes and
low-identity inquiries (Would you rather be invisible or
fly? Would you rather have a pause or rewind button for

your life) and gradually moved to questions addressing
more personal and highly-contested issues (What should
the school’s cell phone policy be? Is a tax on sugary drinks
discriminatory or a public good?)
Following writing and discussion, students were invited
to think metacognitively about their experiences: What
did it feel like to agree / disagree with your peers? How
was today’s question different from yesterday’s? What made
your discussion enjoyable or productive? Throughout the
series of activities, students experience, reflect, notice,
and name what constitutes engaging and respectful
arguments. Mehls’s students ended the week co-creating
descriptions of the classroom argument culture they
developed and wanted to maintain using Google’s Jamboard (See Figure 1). The development and enactment
of this culture of argument was essential in allowing the
class to move on to contemporary and contested issues
such as proposals for free college or forgiveness of college debt as well as calls for social justice and defunding
the police.

Figure 1. Classroom Culture. A Jamboard Slide on which Mehls’s Students Describe a “Culture of Inquiry and Argument” (Image courtesy of Liz Mehl)
30
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Instructional Shift #3: From Covering Content to
Engaging in Inquiry: Re-visioning Eighth Grade
Geography
Cultivating argument in our classrooms requires not
only a shift in culture, but also a shift in thinking about
what and how students learn course content. In short,
we believe that young people deserve to be a part of
current, complex, and controversial conversations. We
have seen classrooms across the nation confront issues
ranging from confederate monuments to driverless cars,
facial-recognition software to voting by mail, school
nutrition to dollar stores’ impacts on communities.
These issues often reveal systemic inequities, discrimination, and oppression; understanding the roots of
these issues is essential for participation in a democratic
society.
Identifying the contested issues appropriate for the
class thus delineates the parameters for the questions
that students will grapple with, as well as the kinds of
arguments they will be able to make. Not everything is
arguable; for instance, we worked to help them understand that we can argue about what solutions are most
effective for addressing climate change, but not argue
about the existence of climate change. Inviting students
to argue about proven facts can be counterproductive,
giving way to elevating falsehoods and conspiracy
theories (Tannen, 1999); this is a trend in the teaching
of argument writing that we must actively work to
counteract.
Further, we cannot ignore the overarching idea that
our current culture entertains debates that, ultimately,
dehumanize individuals and communities while allowing speech rooted in hate and oppression. It should
go without saying that such demeaning debates have
no place in classrooms. If we ignore this, we minimize
the problem, its prevalence, and the real-world implications; we can counteract and push back by simply
saying “That is not up for discussion here.” It is important
to recognize—and teach our students to recognize—
what constitutes a contested issue. Then, we can engage
in argument so youth will notice, name, and push back
against discourse that seeks to elevate hate, discrimination, and oppression.

Greater Madison Writing Project teacher consultants
Jeannine Griffith, Colleen Schmidt, and Marah Larson’s
8th grade Geography courses exemplifies such a shift.
During their work with C3WP, the team transitioned
from an emphasis on content acquisition to a new
vision for student learning experiences focused on contested issues. The team changed from general aspects
of physical and human geographies for regions of the
world to using current and contested issues within a
region to explore how the physical geography, cultures,
and history impact decision making and potential
solutions to local and regional issues. Examples include
shifting a unit on the Caribbean to a compelling question about American colonialism (Should Puerto Rico
become the 51st state?) a unit on South American unit
to a compelling question about climate change (What
should be done about deforestation of the Amazon Rainforest?), and an Eastern European unit to a compelling
question about a specific regional conflict throughout
history (How can Russia and Ukraine come to a peaceful
resolution over the Crimean Peninsula?). By designing
their units around contested issues, the team saw students’ skills in argument increase, as well as their content knowledge. During a conference presentation, the
team shared the point that “the route to the complex
middle is initially uncomfortable, but now it’s just the
way we think about teaching” (Schmidt et al., 2019).
Instructional Shift #4: From Textbooks to Text Sets:
Engaging with Complex Public Conversations
Shifting from a focus on “content acquisition” to one
that instead values recursive reading, writing, and
talking that gradually moves deeper into a public
conversation on a contested issue, we have discovered
that this can make all the difference. But it can’t happen
unless individuals, as well as groups of teachers (and,
in turn, entire school cultures) rethink the texts that
students read and, more importantly, the purpose for
reading. Reading to acquire content leads to knowledge
of an approved kind. On the other hand, reading to
become informed on a contested issue—with multiple
legitimate perspectives and solutions—leads to organizing one’s thinking in different ways, making sense
of the various perspectives, meanings, and individuals
who have a stake in the issue. Becoming informed

Winter 2021, Vol. 53, No. 2

31

Bridging Research and Practice - A Call for Something Better

requires students to experience text sets that disrupt the
notion that any one text—or textbook—has authority
over the entirety of the argument (Monte-Sano et al.,
2014; Smagorinsky, 2014; Wineburg et al., 2012). A
collection of texts provides an opportunity to hear from
individuals, groups, and perspectives that might be
marginalized, silenced, or otherwise omitted.

Our current argument culture most frequently presents
issues as having two opposing sides: a debate of pro/
con views. Argument writers learn to choose a side,
write a claim, and find evidence to support it. Another
approach shows that a balanced argument—one that
addresses both sides, appearing aware of counter-perspectives—can be more generative, yet might still fall
victim to what has been called “both sidesism.” Each of these two approaches generally
sustains a simple, dichotomous view and may
ultimately create confirmation bias as writers
support prior beliefs. As an alternative, C3WP
text sets give voice to multiple perspectives and
stakeholders, serving as a model for engaging
with social issues for equity and justice, as
shown in Figure 2.
When C3WP teachers design text sets, they ask
key questions: Who is in the conversation? Who
ought to be? What is the best way to hear from
them? As a result, designers look for non-traditional classroom texts to provide access to
voices, ideas, authors, and publishers that
might be overlooked. The result is a carefully
curated collection that accurately captures a
public conversation about an issue and might
be composed of news articles, op-eds, editorials, videos, infographics, tweets, blog posts,
graphs, or images.

Figure 2. Text Set Designs from the College, Career, and
Community Writers Program (Image courtesy of the
National Writing Project)
32

For example, the contested issue of how and
why dollar stores have populated the American
landscape, especially in low-income communities (from the C3WP “Organizing Evidence”
unit, National Writing Project, 2020) serves
as an example of a “multiple perspectives” text
set; as such, it helps expand students’ thinking
around an issue while also developing critical
literacies. This set is designed with texts from a
variety of national and local news agencies and
stakeholders. It begins with information about
the rapid growth of dollar stores with cheap
prices in areas without access to a supermarket
chain. It adds texts to elaborate on the potential—and problematic—aspects of the stores
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from multiple stakeholders: rural, urban and suburban
customers; city governments; health agencies; dollar
store chains and their stockholders. Then, the text set
adds one more layer of complexity pushing the conversation into a less visible social justice impact—the fight
against food deserts. Without becoming aware of the
multiple perspectives, students would be in danger of
seeing dollar stores simply as a million-dollar industry providing convenience and marketing inexpensive
products. They could easily miss the discussion of the
inequities, the impact on areas of high poverty or racial
segregation, and underlying issues of social justice that
make the issue more complex and nuanced.
Instructional Shift #5: From “to and for Your Teacher”
to “to and for Your People” in 12th grade English
Putting your oar into the conversation is a basic metaphor for a C3WP classroom. Listening, reflecting, and
becoming aware of bias are all part of knowing when
and how to put your oar in. It is also the essence of
being civically-engaged citizens in a democratic society. A year ago at an NWP partnership meeting, we
were introduced to Heavy, a memoir by Kiese Laymon
(2019). In the text, Laymon reflects on a conversation
with his mentor who redirects his writing, calling him
to write “to and for our people.” The conversation led
him to realize that “No one ever taught me to write to
and for my people. They taught me… to write to and
for my teachers” (p. 85). In this spirit, we contend that
C3WP classrooms build skills and dispositions that
culminate in opportunities for young people to write
“to and for their people,” not just for their teachers.
Located in a suburb of Detroit, Leah Barnett, Oakland Writing Project teacher consultant, also wanted
students to go beyond writing for the teacher. After
integrating C3WP into her junior ELA course, she
designed a full semester-long course for seniors so students had time to identify and explore contested issues
that mattered to them. They collected and curated texts
that explored multiple perspectives and came from
stakeholders. Students also researched local needs, challenges, inequities, and avenues for actions, all of which
might stimulate change or make an impact. Throughout the process, they tracked their evolving thinking

and sought new ideas. They asked themselves: What
could be done to solve this problem? How can I convince
others to join me or care about my call to action?
Most important, Barnett’s students took action. They
formulated and designed a service project that offered
tangible results. The students focused on creating
authentic products that informed and argued for
support of individuals and organizations. Using the
C3WP “Making the Case in an Op-Ed” unit (National
Writing Project, 2020), her students studied the op-ed
genre, and wrote and submitted an op-ed to local
papers in order to advocate for awareness on an issue
that mattered to them. Their authentic projects considered a substantive challenge: what do individuals in the
world do to create to increase awareness, raise funds,
or advocate for change? As a result, they interviewed
people, and they created flyers, videos, lesson plans,
educational opportunities and social events, moving
toward informed action (Denstaedt et al, 2014).
In past years, many of Barnett’s students focused on
educational access to young people. For instance, Gayle
and Charlie connected with schools and organizations
that provided after-school opportunities to young
people in Detroit. Gayle recruited classmates to join
her twice a week to tutor, lead students in craft-making, help with reading groups and organize games at an
after-school program in a public school in Detroit. As
one example, they made “dream jars” for the students.

Figure 3. Photo of Students’ dream jars (Photo
courtesy of Leah Barnett’s student, Gayle)
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After reading The BFG by Roald Dahl (1982), Gayle
and her classmates invited students to share a dream,
and they wrote it down, placing those dreams in the
decorated jars so the “big friendly giant” could come to
share those dreams with other children (Figure 3).
Similarly, Charlie loved music and saw it as a gift. His
local research led him to Detroit Youth Volume, an organization that provides musical instruments and lessons
for children who would not otherwise be able to afford
to participate in music training (www.detroityouthvolume.org). He raised money, collected gently used performance clothing, sheet music, music stands, and rosins,
and then donated these to the organization. Another
student, Emily connected the value of her own education with emerging issues about women and power.
She curated a text set to learn more about places in the
world where girls did not have equal access to education,
and she sought ways to remedy the problem. Designing and selling International Women’s Day t-shirts, she
raised awareness within her school about the problem of
inequities in education. In Figure 4, a tweet from Emily
shows an image of the t-shirt design with a call to action,
inviting her friends to purchase one in order to support
her cause. From this, she raised close to $1,000 for a

girl’s school in Uganda, and with this donation, she paid
for three girls to have a year of education.
This year, Barnett’s students were undaunted by the
challenges presented by COVID-19 and a virtual
classroom. Two projects examined the situations of and
acted for disenfranchised individuals. Samantha worked
to increase access to counseling and shelter for victims
of rape and domestic abuse. She collaborated with a
local yoga instructor and organized a virtual course in
yoga and mindfulness training. She invited women to
build self-esteem and lower stress by attending virtual classes. Samantha donated the proceeds to a local
women’s shelter. Another student, Ellie, shared thinking about the injustice of bullying, and this led her to
examine the exclusion of people with disabilities. Like
other students, she raised funds to donate to the Special
Olympics, hoping to enable more athletes to participate in this inclusive and confidence-building activity.
However, she didn’t stop there; she made informational
videos featuring people with disabilities talking about
their experience as Special Olympians; the digital flyers
she made to begin her campaign will live beyond this
semester’s work.
Conclusion: Something Better in Your Community
We often share the Laymon “to and for your people”
passage in professional learning communities as an
invitation to cultivate the kind of reflection and ownership exemplified by Susan Stern’s question: “Who were
your teachers?” Our students—and our nation—need
teachers, classrooms, and schools that prioritize opportunities for students to write to and for their people,
not just a grade.

Figure 4. Screenshot of Emily’s tweet announcing
the t-shirt sale (Photo courtesy of Leah Barnett’s
student, Emily)
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Just as Cornelius Minor (2020) calls on us to respond
to the moment and build something better for our
students and our communities, Margaret Wheatley and
Deborah Frieze (2011) call for us to, as the title of their
book suggests, “walk out” and “walk on.” Like Minor,
they push us to recognize that the answer to righting
broken systems is in the collective action of those
willing to not walk away and, instead, walking out of
what isn’t working and, in community, walking on to
something better. With the core belief that community
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is always the answer, we offer the following ways to
listen, connect, and respond, to “walk on” and to the
create something better in your classroom, school, and
community:
•

•

•

Professional Community: While we have shared
the core instructional shifts that teachers can make
in individual classrooms, it is critical to note that
the shifts the teachers in this article made were
enabled by their participation in sustained, supportive, and growth-minded professional learning
cohorts. Just as literacies are “bound up” in one
another in C3WP classrooms, the deepest enactment of C3WP instructional shifts are “bound up”
in professional learning, instructional resources,
and formative assessment practices. Professional
learning networks are a necessity, and we invite you
to find your local writing project and connect with
the National Writing Project online (nwp.org).
Classroom Community: Literacy is a tool we can
use to engage with and understand the world as
it was, as it is, and as it could be. Let’s use all that
literacy—and literacies—can offer us to interrogate
the world we see, and to dream of the world we
desire and deserve. Tweets, news articles, blogs,
videos, infographics and other forms of multimodal
text deserve a place in our assignment design.
In that sense, we need to develop the culture,
teach the skills, and provide the opportunities for
students to engage with contested issues in our
classrooms. We ask that you review your course
content and texts, knowing that you are providing
your students with opportunities to understand
current, complex, contested issues. If students are
to navigate the world of information, they should
learn the skills to do so in our classrooms.
Global and Local Community: Finally, classrooms
should be places for students to build skills and
practice new ideas; students also deserve opportunities to write, talk, and think with authentic
public audiences about the issues that matter most
to them. Writing a source-based argument for an
authentic audience is a call to action, an act of
hope that readers will pause, reconsider, and see the
strengths of views different from their own. These

habits then help young writers make meaning of
the world and provide an opportunity to see that
their words can have power. Knowing this, young
writers can be the change their community needs
in the moment, and they can be the single voice
lifted among the many, a voice that will push back
and push forward in response to social issues.
We invite you to learn with and from your students,
welcoming them to both enter the academic conversation and move those arguments into the real world,
building better communities through the work that you
do together.
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Abstract
In March, Michigan educators unexpectedly found
themselves rethinking instruction. As schools throughout the state were shuttered due to the COVID-19
health crisis, educators at every level needed to consider
ways to sustain relationships with students in an effort
to move learning forward. Feedback has always served
as a natural connector between teachers and their
students, but students’ use of feedback is based upon
trust. This article examines the importance of formative
assessment and the feedback cycle while exploring ways
to deliver feedback in remote settings. By prioritizing
the student-teacher relationship, teachers foster students’ active engagement with feedback, thereby raising
students’ confidence, persistence, and performance.

Feedback as a Connector in Remote
Learning Environments
The abrupt school closure in March 2020 due to
COVID-19 left Michigan educators unsure of what
the remaining school year would entail. In the weeks
following the Governor’s decision and the subsequent
passing of the Continuity of Learning Executive Order
2020-35, resources, webinars, and emails with exhaustive lists of hyperlinks began to overwhelmingly fill the
inboxes of district leaders, administrators, and teachers.
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Having never experienced teaching in a virtual environment, many educators were left scrambling to figure
out how to continue to instruct students while working
from their homes. Students and teachers were further
isolated as they were unfamiliar with digital platforms
and tools to use during the instructional process.
Teachers have always known that cultivating relationships can positively impact student outcomes; in fact, a
Review of Educational Research analysis of 46
studies found that strong teacher-student relationships were associated in both the short- and
long-term with improvements on practically
every measure schools care about: higher student
academic engagement, attendance, grades, fewer
disruptive behaviors and suspensions, and lower
school dropout rates. (Sparks, 2019)
Yet, because of school closures, teachers have had to
learn how to recreate the connections they fostered
in the face-to-face environment in a new digital
space. One natural way to promote the relationship
between teacher and student is via feedback. When
integrated into the formative assessment process,
dialogic feedback, whether delivered synchronously or
asynchronously, can provide students with opportunities for individual growth, including the development
of skills and self-efficacy.

Michigan Reading Journal

Heather Rottermond and Laura Gabrion

The Importance of the Formative
Assessment Process
Whether engaging in face-to-face or virtual instruction,
teachers should utilize the formative assessment process
as a guide for planning, monitoring, adjusting, and
responding to student learning.
Formative assessment is a planned, ongoing process
used by all students and teachers during learning and
teaching to elicit and use evidence of student learning to improve student understanding of intended
disciplinary learning outcomes and support students
to become more self-directed learners. (FAST SCASS,
2018)

Because formative assessment is student-centered
(Chappuis, Stiggins, Chappuis, & Arter, 2012), research
has found that formative assessment positively impacts
student success (Black & William, 1998; Sadler, 1989)
and supports students in pinpointing challenges in their
learning (Marshall & Drummond, 2006). Formative
assessment should not be viewed as a “one time” event,
rather as an intentionally planned, ongoing process
(see Figure 1). The power of the formative assessment
process is that it encourages students to be self-directed
as they use and consume information about their own
learning, often in the form of feedback.

Figure 1. The Formative Assessment Process
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While the formative assessment process enables teachers to move students toward identified learning goals,
feedback builds and maintains interconnectedness
between students and teachers in face-to-face or virtual
settings. Furthermore, when done effectively and consistently, feedback is a powerful practice that has one of
the highest impacts on student achievement (Hattie &
Timperley, 2007), regardless of whether that feedback is
teacher-led, peer-led, or self-led.

Building Students’ Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy is one’s “personal confidence in the
ability to successfully perform tasks at a given level”
(Shell, Murphy, & Bruning, 1989). One approach to
increasing students’ self-efficacy is through dialogic
feedback which encourages conversations between
students and teachers about students’ work; these
conversations can appeal to the four “sources of information” (Bandura, 1977) that influence self-efficacy:
mastery, modeling, encouragement, and climate.
Ultimately, dialogic feedback diminishes students’
misinterpretations of teachers’ comments and gives
students a better understanding of their work and
which skills to address as they progress. Once self-efficacy has been initiated, it is important to give
students autonomous activities, such as revision of
their work, that will further build their self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1977). As indicated below, feedback specificity is best in the initial stages. Students need time
and opportunity to engage in productive struggles,
as mastery of tasks sustains self-efficacy. It is important to note that building students’ self-efficacy is not
simply about instilling confidence; greater self-efficacy contributes to behaviors that rely more consistently upon engagement, persistence and diligence
(Pajares, 2003). Thus, feedback can be an avenue
through which students build a strong self-belief
system by connecting with their teacher and peers.

What Is Feedback?
Feedback is information that helps students progress toward reaching a learning goal or outcome. To
be most impactful, feedback must be actionable and
specific, but it must also be delivered in a timeframe
where students can reasonably act upon the comments
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or suggestions and apply feedback to their learning.
Teachers should consider the amount of feedback they
provide to their students. Brookhart (2008) suggests
using the “Goldilocks Principle,” giving students a “just
right” amount of feedback to ensure they can process,
make improvements, and move closer to the intended
learning outcome.
While the goal of feedback is to provide students with
actionable steps, it is important to continue to increase
students’ self-efficacy by acknowledging aspects of their
work that positively align with learning targets. The
desire is for students to move toward proficiency, while
building their own strategies for addressing opportunities for growth in their work.

Using Digital Tools
to Provide Feedback
Teachers may have relied upon conferencing or written
comments in their pre-closure classrooms; however,
remote learning has challenged them to consider
innovative ways to give feedback to their students.
In asynchronous settings, word processing programs
offer teachers several options for providing feedback.
For example, in both Google and Word documents,
teachers can use the comments feature to ask questions, make suggestions, or give praise. Feedback
stems, like those listed below, can be saved in a separate
document for easy access or can be added to the comment bank in a learning management system, such as
Google Classroom. To accommodate different types of
learners, teachers can also supply students with audio
or video feedback. Applications like Vocaroo make
it convenient for teachers to record and share comments. In addition, Screencastify, Screencast-O-Matic
and other screencasting programs allow teachers to
record, thereby delivering spatially ordered and specific
comments. Both audio comments and screencasts
permit teachers to personalize their statements (Fiock
& Garcia, 2019), and because they can be hyperlinked
to students’ work, students have the option to replay
the comments.
In synchronous settings, one-on-one or group conferences can be scheduled through video conferencing
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platforms such as Zoom, Google Meet, or Microsoft
Teams. Students have immediate access to their teachers
and can ask questions and/or work through revisions
on the spot. Such sessions can be recorded, which offers
students an extra layer of support. Similar to audio or
screencast feedback, if recorded, students can continue
to access the comments as needed.
Because learning is socially constructed (Vygotsky,
1986), it is important for teachers to facilitate peer-topeer feedback opportunities. In a traditional classroom
setting, teachers often provide explicit instructions for
peer-to-peer feedback; this practice may be even more
important in remote settings where students will need
additional help navigating digital applications. Modeling or developing virtual norms and guidelines will
assist students when using tools like Flipgrid, a platform that allows students to post short video responses
about classmates’ work. Students can also use the
comments feature in Google or Word documents to
type or link recorded suggestions, and through video
conferencing, students have the ability to meet oneon-one or in small groups to workshop their current
projects.
The main objective of teacher and/or peer feedback is
for students to act upon it as they revise their work.
In remote learning environments, students can create
checklists in Google Keep, or they can use the Tasks
feature in Google documents to itemize their proposed revisions. Both options allow students to check
off completed changes, such as adding details, testing
organization, or removing unnecessary information. In
addition, students can evaluate the feedback provided
by both teacher and peers and decide whether to use it
in their revision plan. Revision plans can be organized
according to areas of need and benefits, while allowing
students to engage in reflection around how and why
the changes are made. Finally, students can use a variety
of digital tools to ask clarifying questions of both
teacher and peers, such as email, the comments feature,
screencasts, Flipgrid, Vocaroo, and video conferencing.
This list [https://tinyurl.com/toolsforfeedback], while
not comprehensive, provides teachers with a great
starting point.

Formative Assessment through
Teacher-Led, Peer-Led, and
Student-Led Feedback
As previously stated, Hattie “suggests that feedback can
be one of the most effective instructional strategies for
improving student performance and closing achievement gaps” (as cited in Hattie, Fisher, & Frey, 2016).
Like the formative assessment process, feedback is
cyclical and recursive (see Figure 2). A key component
of effective feedback, however, is how students interpret
and apply it to their work. Often students are given
feedback and are unsure of what to do with it. Such
students become frustrated, make safe changes, and
begin to question their abilities to improve. Therefore,
by building a culture of trust and engaging students in
the feedback process, teachers help students “develop an
awareness of their learning, [...] recognize mistakes and
eventually develop strategies for tackling weak points
themselves” (Stenger, 2014).

Ongoing Teacher-Led Feedback
Teacher feedback and student response should be
viewed as a cycle in which students actively participate
because feedback is most beneficial to students when
they understand it. Thus, building the student-teacher
relationship is of utmost importance and might determine whether students are willing to act upon the feedback they receive. Beginning with student strengths sets
a tone; it reinforces the teacher’s belief in the student’s
ability to reach the learning goal. Teacher-provided
feedback should be centered around the questions of
• “Where am I going?”
• “How am I going?”
• “Where will I go next?” (Hattie & Tipperly, 2007)
Using catch-all phrases like “Good job!” and “Nice
work!” or providing a summative grade/score without
specific feedback can create a roadblock. The summative grade could be interpreted by the student as final,
meaning there is nothing left to improve as the grade
has become the stopping point in the learning. Additionally, generic comments and evaluative scores do
not provide a pathway for students to improve their
learning; they fail to answer the question “Where will
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I go next?” Instead, research suggests being specific,
especially when providing initial feedback to students
(Goodman, Wood, & Hendrickx, 2004), while avoiding evaluative or judgmental comments which can
impact student motivation (Butler & Nisan, 1986).
Suggestions for specific and actionable comments are
listed below:
• Your choice in____________ is strong
because_____________.
• When you said/wrote “___________,” it strengthened your argument/thinking because_________.
• This argument might not convince a reader. What else
might you add to make your argument stronger?
• I noticed you_______, and this would look/sound
more polished if you were to ________because
_________.
• I noticed you ___________, and I think you are on
the right track. Might you consider adding/changing/
omitting _____________?

Incorporating Peer Feedback
While students benefit from regular teacher feedback,
the teacher does not have to be the sole provider of
feedback during the learning process. According to
Pintrich and Zusho, students can reap the benefits of
feedback from their peers, which in turn can have a
positive impact on self-regulation as it relates to learning, motivation, and behavior (as cited in Feldman,
2018).
There are several key advantages to engaging in regular peer feedback. Notably, when many students are
learning virtually and may be experiencing isolation,
the practice of peer feedback can provide needed social
interaction that can aid in learning (Chappuis, 2015).
Other advantages have been noted in the research by
Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006), who found that
students can sometimes explain things better to their
peers because it is delivered in language they understand (as cited in Feldman, 2018). Often, students
can provide insight and strategies for overcoming
roadblocks or challenges because they are engaged in
the same task (Chappuis, 2015). Additionally, when
students engage in this process, they are deepening their
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own understanding of quality as they craft and deliver
descriptive feedback to a peer; their peers can be more
receptive to the feedback because they are not viewed in
an evaluative role that would deliver a grade or judgment, like a teacher might (Chappuis, 2015). This shift
in practice can empower students to self-direct, take
ownership of their learning, and build their self-efficacy.
When using peers as a modality for feedback, this
process, like building trust and relationships, must be
cultivated, modeled, and regularly practiced; effective peer feedback does not happen overnight. When
making this practice part of the classroom routine,
teachers must be mindful that the benefits of peer
feedback come when it is regular and ongoing. Even in
a virtual setting, teachers can cultivate peer feedback
by creating a safe classroom community that prioritizes relationships and trust. This can be accomplished
through team-building activities, sharing opportunities,
and time to connect with peers outside of the core
content. When engaging in the peer feedback process,
teachers will need to ensure the learning intentions
and success criteria are clear to students as they craft
descriptive feedback; for example, teachers can provide
students with rubrics or checklists. Students can then
apply the success criteria to a piece of work in a lowstakes environment using previous students’ work as a
model. This takes away the fear of being evaluated so
students can focus on the process and practice of giving
and receiving quality feedback. Teachers should leverage peer feedback as another layer of support to not
only build students’ ability to work collaboratively, but
independently.

Self-Led Feedback and Revision
Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory promotes
relationships as essential, specifically associations that
foster collaboration. In fact, socialization, according to Vygotksy, must occur before internalization
(1934/1986). Therefore, self-led feedback and revision
rely upon dialogue that engages students in a conversation about their work. Regardless of the medium,
feedback comments that stimulate students’ engagement can provide them with opportunities for individual growth.

Michigan Reading Journal

Heather Rottermond and Laura Gabrion

Once students have received feedback, they need to
plan their next steps. In addition to teacher-created
feedback forms, curricular resources often include
rubrics and checklists, but students can also create these
tools based upon an assignment’s learning targets. In
addition, students can devise revision plans that articulate the changes they intend to make. Such plans allow
students an opportunity to reflect upon the suggestions

they have received from their teacher and peers. As students move from teacher-centered to student-centered
actions, they learn to make deliberate choices, persist
when assignments become difficult, and maintain low
levels of stress. Teachers have the power to positively
affect students’ self-efficacy through teacher-led and
peer-led feedback that is supplemented by students’
revision goals.

Figure 2. Integrated and Ongoing Feedback Cycle
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Looking Ahead
As we move steadily toward the middle of the 20202021 school year, the course of instructional delivery
remains unclear. While most teachers and students
prefer traditional learning environments, the current
health crisis continues to present an obstacle. Therefore,
because it is known that the teacher-student relationship is crucial to student success, it is important that
teachers continue to build trust by including methods
of communication that engage students in the formative assessment process. In providing multiple opportunities to understand, prioritize and use formative
feedback (Ackerman & Gross, 2010; Martin, 2011),
teachers help students move toward intended learning goals. Thus, whether furnished asynchronously or
synchronously, feedback invites students and teachers
to create a connection.
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Pizza, Pages, and Family Engagement: A
Simple Approach to Family Literacy Night
by Jennie Baumann

•
East Lansing

Jennie Baumann

Introduction
Sometimes the easiest (and best-attended) family literacy nights take nothing more than a dozen pizzas and
a few tubs of books. As a former reading specialist and
Title I coordinator at a Title I school, I have planned
many family nights with prizes, food, and elaborate
activities with multiple moving parts. The problem?
Many activities do not match all students’ ages or ability levels — a memory matching game based on homophones might work for second graders, but what about
the kindergarteners or the seventh graders who attend?
Or what about events with high preparation but no
attendance? As teachers and administrators, we strive
for maximum accessibility and participation. The Title I
team at Jobst School attempted to solve these problems
with an event we called “Pizza and Pages.” This article
reflects on how our school found a family engagement
solution that worked for our population.

Family Literacy
Family literacy and engagement is a complex topic.
Purcell-Gates (2000) asserts “There is a real lack of
agreement as to what family literacy is, what it means
for schooling, what it means for literacy development,
and how, or if, we should go about instituting it,
promoting it, or even ‘doing it,’ whatever ‘it’ may be!”
(p. 853). There are a variety of viewpoints as to what
family literacy can or should look like — as a concept or
program (e.g., Paratore, 2005), as a community-based

initiative (e.g., McCoy & Watts, 1992), as educational
activities for parents (e.g., Morrow, Paratore, & Tracey,
as cited in Morrow, 1995), or as an expansion of
current lived-literacy practices (e.g., Reese, Gallimore,
& Goldenberg, 1999; Rodriguez-Brown, 2004/2009).
Rodriguez-Brown’s (2009) definition of family literacy
states: “family literacy is defined as parent/family/child
interactions at home and in the community that support the early literacy learning of all children” (p. 728).
Based on Rodriqguez-Brown’s definition, I define family
engagement as engagement with the child at home in
supportive, sustained, social literacy practices, regardless
of how the practice manifests.
While this article focuses on family book reading as a
form of engagement, it is not the only way families can
engage with literacy. Jarrett, Hamilton & Coba-Rodriguez (2015) refer to verbal practices used with multiple
family members, such as reciting letters and acting
out stories. Family members would use these practices
with the child to seemingly encourage oral fluency
and traditional storytelling. Reese & Gallimore (2000)
suggest the use of moral tales as a way to connect
literacy and the child. These stories would include the
child’s name in tandem with the value being espoused.
Mui & Anderson (2008) extend conceptions of literacy
to non-verbal communication, environmental print,
music and songs, and structured school-centric activities such as worksheets and games. These noteworthy
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practices are beneficial to children as they develop
literate practices at home, but may not be recognized or
accepted as helpful practices within the school.
Family literacy nights/events held by schools can serve
as a way to bridge the gap between these home literacy
practices and reading achievement with school-based
practices. While a standard definition for “family literacy night/event” does not exist, I will define it as an
after-hours event for students and their families, involving the facilitation of literacy-themed activities or activities based on a specific literacy skill. A family literacy
night or event is typically a one-night, stand-alone event
organized around a theme, whereas family engagement
is more sustained interaction and varies in scope.

School Context
Jobst School (pseudonym) is a Title I charter school
located in an urban city in Ohio and serves families who
prefer an alternative to a traditional public school. Families served by the school live within the neighborhood
where the school is situated. Students and their families
are diverse in their cultural, linguistic, and ethnic backgrounds. At the time of this writing, 100% of students
receive free lunch, and 16% are English-language learners (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020).
Because Jobst is a Title I school, the team in charge of
continued alignment of school and law, and therefore
must make efforts to increase family engagement. Title
I legislation states that schools must hold an annual
meeting where they explain what the school does to
help their students and the ways in which parents
can continue to engage with their students’ learning
(United States Department of Education, 2017). More
specifically, Title 20, Chapter 70, Part A, Section 6318
states that in order to receive funding, schools must
“build capacity for engagement” and “coordinate and
integrate parent involvement programs and activities
with other Federal, State, and local programs, including
public preschool programs, and conduct other activities, such as parent resource centers, that encourage
and support parents in more fully participating in the
education of their children” (United States Department
of Education, 2017).
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Jobst’s curricular focus during the time of Pizza and
Pages was supporting literacy practices and reading test
scores. To that end, the School Improvement Team at
Jobst spent thousands of dollars to replace the outdated
and unaligned reading curriculum. Embedded within
the new curriculum were outreach initiatives to connect
with families and local organizations on research units,
as well as book-reading challenges and family literacy
nights.
Through trial and error, the Title I literacy team learned
that complex after-school events proved unsuccessful
for our population for a variety of reasons. Events
such as a vocabulary night built around the book The
Word Collector (Reynolds, 2018) and a middle-school
Egyptian exploration night were both elaborate yet
minimally attended.

Survey/Needs Assessment
With limited participation and unsatisfying experiences
with previous family literacy nights, what could be done
to comply with the law? In order to better meet families’ needs, the Title I team created two needs assessment surveys in Google Forms, which were distributed
through our school communication system. By using
our school communication service, it ensured all families had access to the survey. Similarly, Google Forms is
a familiar medium for our families, since students use
Google Forms for school and at home to complete tasks
and families have observed its usage. These two elements
made the survey accessible and easy-to-use for families,
which generated a high completion rate. In fact, families
engaged more often in surveys sent out later, due to the
success of this initial request.
Questions on the family literacy night/event survey
included logistical questions such as optimal times and
days; potential conflicts, such as church meetings and
sports practices; incentives, such as food or gift cards;
programming ideas; and potential obstacles, such as
childcare transportation needs. Some of the questions
requested personal information, and it is possible that
some families may have withheld answers for fear of
judgment; at the same time, however, administrators
have worked to develop a sense of community with
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families, many of whom have been with the school
since its inception in 2009.
Results of the needs assessment helped the Title I team
pinpoint what existing interests, needs, and resources
our families had so we could tailor events to them.
Families indicated that they wanted simple events at
which their children could participate and be fed.

Pizza and Pages
With survey data in hand, the Title I team began
to plan for the first family literacy night of the year:
Pizza and Pages. This event was tied in to the launch
of the new reading curriculum and its emphasis on
student agency and autonomy as readers. The Title I
team invited families to school for a pizza dinner and
read-in. Students were able to self-select books based
on goals and colored “levels” related to reading ability,
demonstrating to their families the skills they learned
in class. Each student was able to articulate how to
use the reading system and their reading goals to their
families. Students also read books independently or to
their families, which encouraged parents and caregivers
to engage with the readings too. Families were blown
away at the progress their students made in such a short
amount of time — many parents/guardians remarked
to staff about how they were grateful they learned the
strategies their children were using so they could promote those strategies at home. Considering that many
of these students had been identified as non-readers
and disengaged at the beginning of the year, this was an
incredible improvement both in turn-out at the event
and in incremental skill growth by grade level. This corroborates the idea that engaging parents and showing
them how and why reading is important can yield huge
benefits to young readers (Paratore, 2005).

Because all of the books were already on hand, the only
expense was pizza. All of these elements combined to
make an event the students still eagerly request. Pizza
and Pages can easily be replicated or adopted in schools
around Michigan. An event of this caliber is easy to
plan, easy to implement, and very low-maintenance, all
while providing a way for families and teachers to work
together to support sustained literacy practices.
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Take Aways
This event was well-attended and well-loved because
of its simplicity. The staff and Title I team provided a
meal for families and opportunities for their children to
shine, both of which were motivating for our parents
and encouraged parent participation. All students could
participate at their level without feeling bored or frustrated. Additionally, Pizza and Pages was inexpensive.
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“We Can Do This at Our School!” Placebased Education, Literacy, & Learning
by Erica R. Hamilton, Janet Staal, and Jessica Vander Ark

Allendale
• • Grand Rapids

Erica R. Hamilton
In the early 1990s, the Orion Society coined the term
“place-based education” (PBE) (Sobel, 2004). As a
pedagogy, PBE is designed to facilitate and connect
learners’ understandings of natural and social systems,
including the processes and outcomes essential to the
health and well-being of all living things (Gruenwald
& Smith, 2010). As Demarest (2015) explains, PBE is
“local learning” that positions learners as problem-solvers, researchers, and meaning-makers. Through PBE,
teachers learn to use their local places such as playgrounds, neighborhoods, parks, streams, forests, and
urban centers as contexts to make connections and
facilitate learning (Gruenewald, 2003a; 2003b).
Additionally, PBE-based teaching and learning
includes traditional classroom-based and nature-based
texts (Donovan, 2016). When teachers use PBE to
support and expand students’ literacy and learning
they are better equipped to notice and use texts
that exist in the places where students learn and live
(Barratt & Hacking, 2011; Demarest, 2015). PBE
empowers teachers and students to study and read the
world (in a Freirean sense of social justice, as well as
in a scientific literacy sense as well), integrate knowledge across disciplines, write for authentic purposes
and audiences, create and share narratives connected
to local places, and engage in research. As a result,
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students learn to see their communities as part of
their classrooms.
For students, another important component of PBE
is sharing what they’ve learned with the goal of helping themselves and others care well for their local
communities and environment (Vander Ark, Liebtag,
& McClennen, 2020). Through PBE, students also
use critical thinking and analytical skills to identify
and communicate findings and solutions with public
audiences, generating and sharing letters, presentations,
posters, websites, emails, short videos, photographs,
and articles.

Groundswell
The Great Lakes Stewardship Initiative Network (GLSI)
supports seven regional hubs throughout Michigan.
One hub is the Groundswell program, housed in Grand
Valley State University’s College of Education in Grand
Rapids, Michigan. A supporter of PBE, Groundswell
works with more than 30 West Michigan schools annually, including K-12 public, private, charter, magnet,
faith-based, and Montessori schools. Because teachers
are encouraged to form PBE project teams, most years
there are 75-100 teachers involved in projects during
the course of the school year, and these educators work
with approximately 3,000 students annually.
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To support local PBE efforts, each year Groundswell
provides free teacher professional development, grants
(up to $1,000), and partners teachers and students
with local experts. Based on research connected to the
Groundswell program, PBE positively impacts teaching
and learning as well as local communities (e.g., Hamilton, Pawelka, Morrow, & Markini-Polk, accepted;
Hamilton, Pawelka, Blackall, & Markini-Polk, 2018).

One School’s Story
Part of the Grand Rapids, Michigan, community for
more than 130 years, West Side Christian School
(WSCS) is a PK-8th grade school that has partnered
with Groundswell for the past three years. Like other
schools, WSCS’s school grounds presented powerful
learning experiences just waiting to be explored. Yet, for
many years the school grounds and nearby natural areas
remained underutilized.
As WSCS teachers learned about and integrated PBE
into their curriculum, students started experiencing the
benefits of taking their learning outdoors and into their
local community. This also led to expanding students’
literacy practices and increasing their access to diverse
“texts” (e.g., plants, animals, insects, field guides, terrain, buildings), again in a sense of building scientific
literacy and examining their world in productive ways.
Based on WSCS assessment data, expanding learning to
include outdoor opportunities both increased students’
motivation and interest in learning as well as their
understanding of content. From our observations, there
has also been an increase in students’ written and oral
vocabulary.
School Garden
One example can be found in WSCS’s community
garden (Figure 1), located on the school grounds and
maintained by students, teachers, and parent/guardian
volunteers.
This garden serves to support middle school students’
mathematical understanding of area, volume, and profit
per-square-inch. It also supports lower elementary students’ writing and vocabulary development. For example, first graders utilize the garden to develop writing

Figure 1. WSCS School Garden in spring
(Photograph by Janet Staal)
skills as they formulate written texts that document
their garden harvest experiences. Teachers use nonfiction and fiction books to support students’ vocabulary
development and reading comprehension related to
their garden experiences (Figure 2).

Figure 2. WSCS students studying outdoors next
to their school garden in fall
(Photograph by Janet Staal)
First graders also apply social studies concepts of producers and consumers. Produce from the garden is sold
in the school’s entry way and some is also donated to a
local food pantry in the community (Figure 3).
Fourth graders complete soil studies, including studying and comparing the soil from the school’s garden
with other areas of the school grounds. During
COVID-19, these same students engaged in an
extension of their soil study. With a parent/guardian’s
permission, they dug up and studied two separate soil
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adaptations, students created informative posters and
presented findings about these historic Michigan ecosystems to parents, guardians, and community.

Figure 3. WSCS School Garden Table, located in
the school’s entry way
(Photograph by Erica Hamilton)
samples near their home. Fourth graders also use a
rolling hill on the school’s property to study the laws
of physics. In contrast to only using ramps or humanmade devices to study the laws of motion, local, accessible natural areas enable students to better understand
the implications of these laws and how they impact
both built and natural environments.
Meadows and Monarchs
Something amazing happens when teachers combine
standards with PBE. These explorations and investigations give reading and writing new purpose, including
authentic audiences. For instance, during the WSCS
third graders’ exploration of biodiversity at a nearby
nature center they compared findings to their school
grounds. One of the engaging aspects for students was
learning about the people who once walked the same
land students use now. Nature center staff provided a
visual and historical perspective of familiar landscapes
and streams in the community. Through PBE, these
students realized that over time their community’s
ecosystems changed.
These outdoor explorations fueled third grade students’
curiosity to locate and read additional non-fiction texts
to learn more about their community and the ecosystem changes. Using various non-fiction reading strategies, they came to know and love the historic meadow
plant and animal species once prevalent in their area.
Drawing on their new and expanding understanding
of meadows, including their structures, functions, and
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One morning during their “Book a Day” time, students
read Henry Cole’s On Meadowview Street (2007). Connecting this text to their previous experiences studying
meadows and ecosystems, third grade students had an
“aha!” moment. One student exclaimed, “We can do
this at our school. We can change the world by giving
more space for animals to live — a habitat!” Thanks
to grant funds and community partner support provided by Groundswell, these third graders and the two
teachers utilized PBE to implement a positive change.
Students began making natural connections to their
previous reading of nonfiction texts about meadow
habitats supported their written and verbal communications skills.
Working with a Groundswell consultant, who is also
a licensed landscape architect, as well as their school’s
grounds personnel, the third grade teacher and students
identified an area on their school grounds that could
be converted into a meadow habitat. They collaboratively planned and installed this meadow, which would
become home to monarchs, frogs, varieties of insects,
and more (Figure 4).

Figure 4. WSCS third graders planting native
plants to begin cultivating a small meadow area
on their school grounds in spring
(Photograph by Janet Staal)
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Today this meadow serves as a waystation for monarch butterflies, provides students with various texts
(e.g., insects, plants, soil, animals, etc.), demonstrates
evidence of seasonal and weather changes, and supports
interdisciplinary curricular applications across grade
levels and content areas (Figure 5).

Figure 5. WWSCS meadow area and monarch
waystation on their school grounds in summer
(Photograph by Janet Staal)
Literacy and PBE
Rather than looking at pictures or watching short
videos featuring outdoor locations, WCSC students
regularly go outside to study and capture natural phenomena, including through writing (Figures 6 and 7).

Figure 6. “Sit Spot” report template for 2nd grade
outdoor writing
(Created by Janet Staal and Ellen Koster)

For example, during an outdoor writing observation
experience, a second grader noticed a bird. In his writing journal, he captured his observations in the form
of words and lists. As he walked back inside he verbally
shared some “noticings” with his peers and teacher,
including the name of the bird he observed (i.e., a
Downy Woodpecker). Using his initial observations as
well as his knowledge of local living things, this student
successfully formulated ideas and using the writing
process developed a written response (Figure 8).
This student’s writing describes what he saw and
includes a prediction about the upcoming season. “I
saw a Downy Woodpecker from branche to branche[,]
from tree to tree. My favorite thing was seeing the
Downy Woodpecker. In the spring I think there will be

Figure 7. WSCS students in an outdoor writing
experience
(Photograph by Janet Staal)

Winter 2021, Vol. 53, No. 2

51

Voices from the Region - “We Can Do This at Our School!”

no ice.” Extending the classroom to include the outdoors demonstrates how PBE extends students’ access
to text and supports their curiosity, wonder, learning,
vocabulary acquisition, and writing.
There are many ways WSCS teachers connect PBE with
WSCS’s school grounds to support students’ interdisciplinary learning and literacy development (Table 1).

Figure 8. Second grader’s developed written response and illustration
(Photograph by Janet Staal, used with permission
of student and parent)

Now a part of their school’s culture, WCSC elementary
teachers regularly take students outdoors throughout
the school year to engage and extend students’ learning. When they do this, students can better understand
their community and its needs, extend their curricular
understanding, and engage in various literacy practices
(i.e., scientific observations, reading field guides, creative
and/or informational writing, mapping, physical and/or
digital collections of data and/or phenomena, etc.).

Table 1
WSCS PBE Curricular Connections, Explorations, Investigations
(Created by Erica Hamilton, Janet Staal, and Jessica Vander Ark)
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PBE in Your Schoolyard
and Community
For various reasons, it is often not feasible for teachers
and students to travel beyond their school grounds
or local community. However, what is happening at
WSCS is possible in every school. As WSCS teachers’
and students’ experiences make clear, utilizing PBE and

expanding learning spaces to include the outdoors supports students’ literacy development, learning, exploration, and creativity.
In fact, PBE is thriving in urban, suburban, and
rural school settings, where teachers and students are
engaged in literacy-based explorations and investigations across grade levels and content areas (Table 2).

Table 2
Selected Groundswell-Supported PBE School Explorations and Investigations
(Created by Erica Hamilton, Janet Staal, and Jessica Vander Ark)
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Next Steps

References

For educators interested in PBE, including how to
integrate it into existing curriculum and connecting
students’ learning to their school grounds and local
community, we suggest the following:
1. Explore your school’s yard/grounds. What’s readily available? Take an inventory of resources (e.g.,
trees, landscapes, habitats, animals and insects,
plants, buildings, paths, parking lots, equipment,
etc.). Connect resources to curriculum and/or
learning outcomes.
2. Collaborate with colleagues. How can I build a
team? Connect with colleagues to build support
for PBE. Partner with additional school personnel
(e.g., administrators, groundskeepers, maintenance,
etc.). Plan and facilitate PBE-based teaching and
learning experiences.
3. Connect with local organizations and nonprofits. Who has the knowledge we need? Reach out
to environmental organizations, nature centers,
zoos, cultural centers, local parks and recreation
departments, as well as others. Ask them to identify
specific community issues students can learn about
and address.
4. Learn with students. Do I have to be an expert?
PBE doesn’t mean the teacher has all the answers.
The best place to start can be exploring and investigating a question about a local phenomenon
or issue on your school’s property or in the local
community.

Conclusion
In closing, PBE provides teachers and students opportunities to directly tie questions and learning to places
they are most familiar with, namely their local school
and community. PBE empowers teachers and students
to study and read the world, integrate knowledge across
disciplines, write for authentic purposes and audiences,
create and share narratives connected to local places,
and engage in and share research. As a result, students’
excitement for learning grows as they see their school
grounds and community as an extension of their classrooms, with access to more texts, learning, and opportunities for positive impacts.
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Big Kids Need Books Too: Lessons Learned
from Building Classroom Libraries at the
Secondary Level
by Jenelle Williams and Megan Kortlandt

Waterford
•

Jenelle Williams

We, a group of secondary literacy consultants working
at an intermediate school district project in Oakland
County, Michigan, embarked on the monumental project—and learning opportunity—of building classroom
libraries and supporting teachers’ effective use of those
libraries for 13 schools and 50 classrooms. Each of us
held a deep love for literature and a strong desire to
bring a love of reading to secondary English Language
Arts (ELA) classrooms across our county, but none of
us had tackled a project of this magnitude before. We
wrote this article to share resources and lessons learned
to support other educators exploring the idea of building secondary classroom libraries.

Independent Reading and
Michigan’s Essential Practices for
Disciplinary Literacy Instruction
As we engaged schools and districts in professional
learning around the recently published Essential

Megan Kortlandt

Practices for Disciplinary Literacy Instruction in the
Secondary Classroom: Grades 6 to 12 (2019), we saw
that educators connected with the expectation that they
offer “diverse texts and abundant reading opportunities in the school,” but they grappled with not having
the resources needed to enact this practice. This gap
became even clearer as we recognized that Essential
Practice #2 asks teachers to provide access and regular
opportunities to read with a wide range of texts (i.e.
print, audio, visual, and multimodal) of varying complexity, structure, and genre (e.g., novels, short stories,
poetry, comics, newspaper articles, magazines, journals,
advertisements, websites, discussion boards, internet
postings), including the following:
• rigorous texts on grade level and beyond,
• texts that connect to their interests and reflect their
own and others’ backgrounds and cultural experiences, and
• texts that allow students to reflect on their own
identities as well as engage them in exploring identities different than their own.
Additionally, teachers are called to:
• engage students with texts that provide entry way
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into questions, puzzles, themes, authors, issues,
and/or genres that can be investigated further.
foster a reading culture that promotes engagement
with diverse texts in a variety of contexts (e.g.
independent reading, online communities, reading
conferences, book clubs, book talks) (2019).

Teachers and administrators alike appreciated these
points, but their book rooms and dwindling access to
school libraries and media center specialists simply did
not support such abundant opportunity for choice and
engagement.
There were some teachers who were already playing
with the idea of implementing independent choice
reading in their classrooms, and we found a lot of
merit in that. According to the National Council of the
Teachers of English (NCTE) Statement of Independent
Reading (2019), “[i]ndependent reading leads to an
increased volume of reading. The more one reads, the
better one reads...This increased volume of reading is
essential.” This assertion that independent choice reading is essential is echoed by Kittle (2013), who states
that “Rigorous independent reading will not only build
background knowledge and vocabulary but also provide
a fundamental necessity: regular practice.” Regular
practice with reading helps students “build confidence
to meet new literacy challenges; confident readers are
more likely to be engaged” (Lent, 2009). Additionally,
if students are motivated to read books of interest to
them, they will also be more engaged in the reading,
as “[e]ngagement and motivation are tightly linked”
(Guthrie, 2008).
While the research certainly supports the practice of
implementing independent reading, we unfortunately
found that schools’ resources often did not. Most
secondary teachers who were enacting some form of
independent choice reading were spending their own
money to build classroom libraries to supplement the
resources their districts had, but they struggled to keep
up with the new releases their students craved. What’s
more, we found providing resources to be even more
challenging in schools with few resources to begin with.
Many of the schools that we were supporting were
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either alternative schools without a media center or had
seen drastic budget cuts that resulted in even less access
to school libraries. In these cases, the work of a teacher
trying to supplement choice reading resources was even
more monumental.
As we noticed this pattern, we grew more and more
confident that our next step was clear: we needed to
help teachers build and use classroom libraries at the
secondary level. However, starting this project from
scratch with 13 schools and 50 classrooms meant that
we would be working on a scale that we had never
imagined. To say that we had a lot of learning to do
would be a vast understatement. And although we
found several resources on doing this work in primary
grades, we found that for middle and high school classrooms, implementation was less consistent, so there
wasn’t much of a precedent that we could lean into.
Our hope in writing this article is to share with you lessons we learned along the way so that, whether you are
just starting to explore the idea of building secondary
classroom libraries or you are ready to put plans into
motion, you feel as though you are not the only one
out there charting this territory.

Finding the Funding
Like most things in life, it all comes down to money.
And those of us who work in education know that
available budgets come with many strings attached,
often in the form of required documentation. However, during the 2019-2020 school year, we discovered
some increased flexibility in terms of how we might
use federal funds, specifically the Regional Assistance
Grant. We discovered that these funds can be used to
support schools identified by the Michigan Department
of Education (MDE) as needing “Comprehensive or
Targeted Support.” Previously, identified schools were
not allowed to use these funds to purchase instructional
materials such as books. With this restriction loosened,
we were able to allocate grant funds toward the purchase of classroom libraries, instead of tapping into the
usual sources like Title I and Title IV funds. Of course,
utilizing grant money meant that we had to ensure that
all bookshelves were marked with an identifier that it
was purchased through a grant and that we received
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confirmations from each school as they received materials. While this was no small task, it was well worth it.
Obviously, not all schools fall under the same identification from MDE and will therefore not have access
to Regional Assistance Grant funds. However, we did
find that some schools may qualify without realizing
it. We learned that grant funds could even be used to
support students within the system where there was an
identified school. So, for example, if a high school was
identified by the state as qualifying for comprehensive
or targeted support, grant funds could also be used to
support their middle school. If educators are unsure
whether their school might qualify, they might start by
contacting an Assistant Superintendent, Curriculum
Director, or person who leads professional learning for
the district. Administrators are more likely to interact with intermediate school district (ISD) staff who
manage such grant funds. If a school does not have
access to grant funds, educators might also explore the
possibility of using Title I and Title IV funds.
Central office personnel are often much more open
to requests for use of these funds than teachers might
initially think, but the timeline is crucial! Central office
people often make budget decisions for the upcoming
school year in March (or earlier) of the previous school
year. By carefully explaining the research base cited
above, which provides a rationale for the use of classroom libraries to support independent choice reading,
teachers might build a convincing argument.
And let’s not fool ourselves—everyone loves buying
books! One local district heard about our project and
was inspired to use 31a (Additional Instructional Time)
funds to purchase classroom libraries for every middle
school ELA teacher. This investment in high quality
independent choice reading texts was an easy “sell” to
the district’s school board members, who viewed the
purchase as meeting the district’s instructional and
diversity, equity, and inclusion goals.
Throughout this process, we learned that districts
(ourselves included) often have to obtain school board
approval for vendors, depending on the total amount

spent. We highly recommend checking these policies
before getting quotes.

Secondary Classroom Libraries
Many resources related to stocking a classroom library
are geared toward elementary teachers, but differences
in ways that secondary teachers engage with their
students means that the rules that apply to elementary
libraries won’t necessarily work in middle and high
school contexts. For example, an elementary teacher
usually has the same group of 20-30 students who
stay in the classroom for the whole day, and most of
their reading is typically done in that same classroom,
whereas a high school teacher often sees six-to-seven
sections of 25-35 students, who rotate throughout their
classroom throughout the day, and they often have the
expectation that students will take their books home
with them in the evenings. For that reason, looking
at elementary resources for estimating the number
of books needed per classroom did not work for us.
Instead, we needed research to determine how many
books we should order per student enrolled so that we
could operate under the assumption that that many
books would be checked out at any given time.
Given the fact that secondary classroom libraries are a
completely different animal from elementary classroom
libraries, we knew we would have to do some digging in
the research to determine how many books to purchase,
how many shelves would be required to hold the books,
and which books to select. Our research indicated a
range regarding how many books to stock in a classroom library. We discovered that “[o]ne rule of thumb
on how many books to include is to plan for a minimum of 10 books for every child in the classroom, with
no less than 100 books” (Catapano, Fleming, & Elias,
2009). While some resources gave a total number and
others focused on the number of individual titles per
pupil, we ultimately found that most recommendations
fell within the range of 10-20 books per student. Given
these recommendations and the fact that this project
was intended to establish—but not complete—classroom libraries, we decided to implement the minimum
of the recommended range and based our order on 10
books per student enrolled in each building.
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Book Selections
As we considered selecting a wide range of books for
a wide range of readers, we had to think about how
to purchase a diverse-enough collection to reach every
reader. Some resources recommended ordering and
organizing books by reading level. We recognize, as
do Pearson & Heibert (2014) and Shanahan (2018),
however, that there is a lack of reliability across leveling
systems for books, which becomes even more nuanced
in the secondary grades as students’ interactions with
texts takes into account more domain-specific vocabulary and complex themes.
Instead of focusing on providing a set number of books
at particular reading levels, we aimed to provide books
that would spark students’ interests and engagement.
We did, however, make sure that we had a wide range
of books that fit into both middle grade and young
adult categories, graphic novels to offer visual support
to complex texts, and “hi-lo” (high interest, low level)
books. Because we understand that students can reach
higher reading levels when they are highly engaged, we
also prioritized books that were more likely to spark
engagement, which meant prioritizing new releases and
books that teenagers were buzzing about (e.g., Guthrie,
2008). Often, booksellers will offer a large quantity of
lesser-known (read: lesser-quality) books as part of a
large purchase, as a way to stretch the purchaser’s dollar.
We were less interested in this approach and preferred
to purchase fewer books of higher quality. Because
newer titles are often only available in hard-cover
editions, it meant that we would not be doing this on
the cheap. Rather, we thought of these selections as an
investment we knew we had to make if we wanted these
libraries to be a vital part of classrooms.
As we considered each title, we had to determine
whether to order one copy, several copies, or a full class
set for each individual classroom. Using information
from sources such as Project LIT Community (@ProjectLITComm, 2020), The Global Read Aloud (Ripp,
2017), and school librarians, we prioritized ordering
multiple copies of the most popular titles. We wanted
to provide sets of books that would support the use of
book clubs and literature circles, which can often be less
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of an instructional leap for teachers transitioning away
from solely teaching whole-class novels and moving
toward more options for student choice in books.
There were many popular titles for us to choose from,
but we prioritized books that offered inclusive representation for all students. We thought about Bishop’s
(1990) words as we considered whether each selected
text might represent a window or mirror (and, in some
cases, both) for students:
Books are sometimes windows, offering views of
worlds that may be real or imagined, familiar or
strange. These windows are also sliding glass doors,
and readers have only to walk through in imagination to become part of whatever world has been
created and recreated by the author. When lighting conditions are just right, however, a window
can also be a mirror. Literature transforms human
experience and reflects it back to us, and in that
reflection we can see our own lives and experiences
as part of the larger human experience. Reading,
then, becomes a means of self-affirmation, and
readers often seek their mirrors in books.
We also thought about Muhammad’s (2020) point that
students “must deeply know themselves the histories
and truths of other diverse people” and that “[s]tudents
should not have to wait until college or adulthood to
discover self for the first time.” In selecting books that
could present students with windows and mirrors, we
prioritized #OwnVoices texts (@corinneduyvis, 2015),
so were careful to select texts that represented BIPOC
characters, characters who are differently-abled, and
LGBTQIA+ characters written by authors who share
those identities. In this way, we sought to include books
that authentically represent a wide range of experiences. We were also mindful about including texts that
present Black characters in joyful, celebratory events,
not just traumatic ones. Additionally, for characters
who are differently-abled, we wanted to include texts
that centered the character, as opposed to the differing
abilities. Having such a wide variety of texts would help
teachers provide students with “texts that connect to
their interests and that also reflect their own and others’
backgrounds and cultural experiences, and texts that
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allow students to reflect on their own identities as well
as engage them in exploring identities different than
their own,” as the Essential Practices for Disciplinary
Literacy Instruction in the Secondary Classroom
encourage teachers to do.

(Miller, Sharp, Sokolowski & Minnich, 2020), and
Libres (Hauser, 2020) helpful as well. These groups
have contributed great time and expertise to reviewing and curating lists, and we leaned on them heavily
throughout our process.

We also made sure to include several graphic novels in
our orders as we understood, largely from Schwartz’s
(2006) work in this area, that, in addition to frequently
being underestimated for their literary merit, these
“comic” books often provide entry points into reading
lives for students who may not otherwise be engaged
in independent reading. Additionally, many of the
schools we were supporting had growing populations of
students who are English Learners, and we understood
that graphic novels can be an important mode to scaffold language and comprehension (e.g., Maples, Cianca
& Maloy, 2016). As the classroom libraries arrived and
teachers started to use them, we asked which books
were particularly resonating with their students, which
ones were flying off the shelves. Over and over again,
teachers named two categories: 1) the hottest new
releases and 2) the graphic novels.

Because of our board policies and the large scale of the
order, we opted to go through a traditional vendor to
develop individualized book lists for each school based
on its student demographics and areas of need. This
resulted in a mix of both hardcover and softcover texts,
and the raw average of the approximate cost per book
fell around $7.81. If you are able to supplement with
vendors who offer additional discounts, we are confident
that your per-book average can end up much lower.

Additional Resources
Large book vendors, such as Follett, Mackin, and
BookSource, can offer customer assistance in putting together book lists and attaining bulk discounts.
Additionally, we highly recommend First Book for any
qualifying school, as it stretches your dollars further
and offers high-quality books. Thriftbooks and Half
Price Books are also great options. Most vendors are
willing to work with educators if they know their goals
and target budget.
These book vendors are also often willing to customize
an appropriate list of books for schools to purchase.
Having some demographic information can definitely
streamline this process. In Michigan, one place to
access school and student population information is
MiSchoolData. We found suggested book lists from
resources such as We Need Diverse Books (Oh, 2020),
#DisruptTexts (Ebarvia, German, Parker, & Torres,
2020), Debbie Reese (2006), American Library Association Youth Media Award winners, Nerdy Book Club

Professional Learning, Beliefs,
and Practices
When books arrived and began showing up on bookshelves, teachers experienced equal parts excitement
and apprehension. In our experience, if teachers do not
have the opportunity to review relevant research and
engage in opportunities for sense-making around best
practice, it’s possible that books may stay on shelves
or—worse—teachers engage in practices that treat
independent choice reading as a chore.
As with most learning, it begins with understanding
one’s self. We often began professional learning events
with reflective activities that allowed each teacher to
consider their prior experiences and identities as readers—both in and out of school.
Lifting teachers’ schema around classroom libraries was
also important since the practice of using classroom
libraries is less common at the secondary level. We used
a Frayer model (see Figure 1) to help teachers define
the purpose of a classroom library, provide examples
and non-examples, and build a working definition. This
Frayer model provided excellent formative feedback,
and participants returned to the model and refined it
as learning continued. By gathering relevant research
and engaging participants in a gallery walk, we offered
teachers tangible examples of organizational structures,
book check-out approaches, and more.
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Weseley, 2012). We also considered Beavers’ (2013) exploration
of the negative relationship
between reading incentives and
reading motivation in middle
school students. Since those
two approaches are ineffective,
we needed to be able to provide
teachers with an alternative, so we
turned our attention to the power
of teachers conducting one-onone conferences with students
about their independent reading.
Kittle and Gallagher’s (2018)
helpful suggestions gave our
teachers much to explore, practice, and try in their classrooms.

Figure 1. Frayer Model
Further learning centered around the why, what, and
how of book talks, strategies for conferring, and the
negative impact of incentives for independent reading.
We began a conversation about book talks by viewing
Sharp and Miller’s (Sharp & Miller, 2017) video on
book talks. The video provided teachers with a helpful
“mentor text” as we moved to the next stage, which
involved teachers selecting a book (one that would
eventually become part of their classroom library),
reading it, and sharing a book talk with other colleagues. Next, we explored book trailers—brief videos
that act like movie trailers, except for books. For both
book talks and book trailers, we discussed implications
for building in opportunities for student ownership and
considered ways that students might become involved
in creating book talks and trailers.
Once we had explored effective ways to get kids interested in texts, we moved to considerations related to
accountability. Teachers often ask: how will we know
whether kids are actually reading? This often leads to
talk of reading logs, grades, and incentives. To guide
this conversation, we read and discussed research that
suggests that reading logs decrease motivation (Pak &
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Next, we turned to the typical
concern about “mature topics.”
How can teachers ensure that
the books students are selecting are appropriate? How
do teachers’ own biases play into determining what
is “appropriate” or not? What if a student’s parents
don’t approve? These are reasonable worries—and ones
that many educators and school librarians have navigated many times over the years. By reaching out to
our educator network, we were able to curate several
helpful examples of letters to parents/families, as well as
resources from NCTE (e.g., NCTE, 2018; Ripp, 2020)
and Teaching Tolerance (n.d.) to support teachers in
examining their own biases and in tackling conversations with students about difficult topics in texts.
While many of our professional learning topics could
be applicable to both the elementary and secondary
levels, middle and high school teachers often navigate
two additional constraints: less instructional time with
each group of students and greater demands to have
classroom activities translate into points or a letter
grade. These demands, coupled with the fact that
secondary students may not see themselves as readers,
emphasize the need for secondary teachers to engage
in high-quality professional learning in order to fully
maximize the impact of having a classroom library.
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Professional Learning Resources ...
For Free?!
One final thought regarding professional learning: As
intermediate school district consultants, we are taxpayer funded, which means that we provide services,
including professional learning, at absolutely no cost to
schools! If you haven’t done so already, we recommend
finding out which ISD/RESA/RESD consultants might
be able to support you and your colleagues in this
professional learning. Even if they don’t have someone
locally who can support the process of building classroom libraries, they can likely recommend someone
who can.
Even high-quality professional development has its
limits, however. As teachers continue to refine their
practice around classroom libraries, they will navigate
new challenges—and this is where professional networks come in. Groups such as Project Lit Community
(@ProjectLITComm, 2020), We Need Diverse Books
(Oh, 2020), #DisruptTexts (Ebarvia, German, Parker
& Torres, 2020), and The Global Read Aloud (Ripp,
2017) offer opportunities to connect with educators
around the country (and the world) who are also
navigating the complexities of getting kids to read—to
read widely, to read high-quality books, and to build
a lifelong reader identity. These groups, consisting of
both practitioners and researchers, along with continued professional development, can ensure that teachers
feel supported and empowered. Shifting instructional
practice from teaching whole-class novels from the
literary canon to offering increased opportunities for
student choice can be an isolating endeavor for many
secondary ELA teachers to navigate. By building their
professional learning network, they may discover that
they are not alone.

Text Access During
Remote Learning
COVID19 caught us completely unaware. We were
happily going about our business in March, planning
next steps. On March 10-11, we were in districts that
received classroom libraries, facilitating professional
learning on supporting choice reading. Within two

days, all schools closed their doors to in-person instruction and moved to emergency remote learning. Suddenly, book selection and discourse seemed impossible.
As several schools decided to start the 2020-21 school
year in remote instruction, we returned to one of our
original project questions: how do we get texts (either
physical or electronic) into students’ hands? Luckily,
the educational community is generous, creative, and
communicative. We scoured Twitter and our professional networks for ideas and slowly began to curate a
list of ideas and resources. We compiled our resources
into a hyperdoc (see Figure 2). We know that as the
year continues, this list will grow and change, but it has
provided us resources for keeping the work of engaging
students’ choice reading going even in remote spaces.
This was certainly not where we anticipated going when
we embarked on our classroom library journey, but it
proved to be another lesson in the making.
As we explored the multitude of options for e-book
resources, we noticed that the selection of quality
texts was limited. However, we discovered that a $15
dollar-per-student investment in the Sora app from
Overdrive would result in an average of four e-books
per student throughout the course of the year. The Sora
app served two purposes. First, it would connect each
student to digital resources available for free from the
public library, thus sparking a positive (and hopefully
life-long) connection to the public library. Second,
the e-books available for a fee met our qualifications
for high-quality, popular, and inclusive texts. In many
cases, we were able to select ebook versions of texts we
had originally purchased for the physical classroom
libraries, which was a bonus.
As with our previous iteration of the project, we knew
that we would need to offer professional learning to
accompany the access to texts. In addition to providing
teachers with an overview of the Sora app, we collaborated with public library youth librarians, who were
eager to partner with us in order to get each student
signed up for a library card and provide teachers with
information about digital tools available through the
library. While this was an unanticipated pivot in our
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project, the benefits of connecting students with public
libraries made all of the effort worthwhile.

Figure 2. Book/Text Access During COVID-19
QR Code and Bit.ly Link
https://bit.ly/Book-Access-COVID19
Since beginning this huge endeavor, the world of
education has shifted. However, we remain committed
to supporting secondary ELA teachers in providing students with access to a wide range of independent choice
reading. As we problem-solve book access and remote
support during remote and interrupted learning, we
are hopeful that, through engaging, choice reading,
students will feel connected to their schools, their
teachers, and their own reading lives. In her TED Talk
“The Healing Power of Reading,” Michelle Kuo (2020)
illustrates our greatest hope: “How do we diminish the
distance between us? Reading is one way to close that
distance. It gives us a quiet universe that we can share
together, that we can share in equally.” From creating
more inclusive reading spaces to helping students to
access engaging books, we wish nothing more than for
reading to close the distance in this most exceptional
school year and beyond.
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Instruction in Secondary Classrooms
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“...an effective disciplinary literacy instructional framework must consider students’ developing identities—
identities as students, as citizens, as social beings, and as
knowledge creators” (Dobbs, 2017). To what extent are
students’ current educational experiences supporting
students’ identity development in such ways? Do secondary ELA courses offer opportunities for students to
use their developing skills in authentic ways that impact
their world?
Participants in the Disciplinary Literacy Task Force’s
“Deeper Dive” professional learning series began their
first session with these questions. Using the School
Reform Initiative’s Student Profiles protocol, participants began by exploring their own identities as high
school students, and together we considered the identities of the students currently in our classrooms. How
might school be supporting (or hindering) healthy
identity development?
This led us to “walk in a student’s shoes” as we evaluated the learning experiences and typical assignments
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faced by an eighth grader this fall. We considered the
vocabulary, textual demands, and other expectations
that students must navigate within one school day, as
well as scaffolding provided by each teacher. Knowing
that disciplinary literacy instruction requires us to shift
toward student-centered pedagogy, we also considered
to what extent the following criteria were present:
• Assessment is multidimensional and supports
learning;
• Students collaborate to solve problems and answer
their own questions;
• Students own their learning; and
• Students construct knowledge, while teachers facilitate and support learning.
Whether we use the term place-based, project-based,
or inquiry-based learning, we know that providing
students with authentic, intriguing reasons to engage in
a unit of study is key. For this reason, our Deeper Dive
participants spent time considering what Disciplinary
Literacy Essential Practice #1 calls for teachers to do.
Regardless of discipline, secondary teachers are called to
develop and implement interactive problem-based
units of instruction that frame authentic problems
to help establish purposes for students to read,
write, and communicate beyond being assigned or
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expected to do so (e.g. for their enjoyment/interest,
to ask and answer abstract and authentic questions
about the community and individual lives, to
address needs in their community or beyond, and
to communicate with a specific audience).
So, what exactly makes a good problem frame, an
authentic reason to kick off a unit of study? Dr. Darin
Stockdill of the University of Michigan, one of the lead
researchers for the Essential Practices for Disciplinary
Literacy, offers the following criteria. A good problem
frame, he contends:
• is authentic and has value outside of the school;
• requires the use of important content;
• generates a range of supporting questions;
• involves a reasonable amount of content and time;
• requires higher-order, conceptual thinking but can
be scaffolded as appropriate to provide access for all
students;
• is open and/or debatable, and has more than one
possible approach or answer;
• can sustain the interest of students and connect to
their communities; and
• is appropriate in terms of access to available materials and resources.
Developing authentic problem frames for units of study
can be intimidating at first, but there are plenty of
great examples and resources out there. English Language Arts teachers at the secondary level may consider
exploring the resources available through groups such
as KQED Learn, The New York Times Learning Network, PBL Works, Compose Our World, and the Right
Question Institute (see links below). For more in-depth
study in this area, Gholdy Muhammad’s Cultivating
Genius: An Equity Framework for Culturally and Historically Responsive Literacy offers insights on shifting
instruction in order to develop students’ identity,
skills, intellect, and criticality in meaningful, authentic
ways. One sample lesson, designed for a tenth through
twelfth grade World Literature classroom, asks students
to “think about themselves as writers and consider
the stories in their lives that were most influential
[in] shaping their sense of self.” (Muhammad, 2020,
p.164). With resources such as those mentioned above,

secondary ELA teachers will be well poised to frame
authentic problem frames for each of their units of
study.
Keep in touch. Where are you at in your disciplinary
literacy journey? Follow us @GELN612Literacy and
contact jenelle.williams@oakland.k12.mi.us for more
information on joining the Deeper Dive Institute in the
remaining months of the 2020-21 academic year. Also,
I offer many thanks to Victoria Les, Liz Lietz, Melissa
Brooks-Yip, and Laura Gabrion for contributing to this
article.
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Great Lakes, Great Books
Diverse Texts
by Lynette Marten Suckow
•
Marquette

Book publishers are offering a bounty of stories written by diverse authors about unique topics. Luckily,
the trend for books written by Black, Indigenous and
People of Color began several years ago, and the Great
Lakes Great Books committee was able to include a
number of them on the 2020 list. The GLGB committee has been reading all year long to learn more about
the variety of ethnicities and regional customs represented by those outside the circle of our immediate
family and friends. Take some time to see why people
are so passionate about cultural issues and how those
issues affect their daily lives. After reading the selections below, we encourage MRJ readers to prepare for
the 2021 GLGB list, which is usually released with the
Michigan Reading Association conference in March.
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Each year, the GLGB committee selects 40 books,
published within the last two years, to introduce K-12
classrooms to some of the best books available on the
market. Teachers and librarians are encouraged to provide students with books from their grade-level lists and
allow them to vote on their favorites. GLGB is one of
Michigan Reading Association’s Student Involvement
projects, promoting active participation in the reading
process by students. We encourage readers to look for
a classroom ballot and promotional bookmarks, along
with the opportunity to nominate your favorite new
book on the MRA website, under the “Awards” tab.

as he recounts years of
Black history in a few
well-chosen words.
He highlights the
accomplishments of
notable Black people
and reveals the cruelty
experienced by many
others born with
shades of brown skin.
The afterword and index of historical figures and events
supplement Alexander’s powerful words with the facts
behind them. Kadir Nelson’s brilliant oil illustrations
depict unforgettable images that move the reader and
complement the text. Three separate full-page spreads
highlight racial injustice with a single, repeated sentence, “This is for the unspeakable.” Don’t let the idea
that this is simply a “picture book” dissuade you. This
award-winning team of storyteller and artist have created an emotional literary journey
that will resonate with all readers,
especially our students of color
who will see themselves represented in the stories here.

Readers of The Undefeated (Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt) will be hard-pressed to find text that is more
meaningful than the poetic lines of Kwame Alexander,

New Kid by Jerry Craft (Quill
Tree Books) takes a look at the
middle school experience in
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graphic novel form. As if middle school isn’t intimidating enough, Jordan Banks is attending one outside
of his neighborhood, where students of color are few
and far between. All Jordan really wants is to attend art
school, but his parents insist that sending him to the
more prestigious Riverdale Academy, which will prepare
him for the future. Jordan navigates the classrooms and
hallways of Riverdale with only a few mishaps along the
way. When he forgets his journal in the cafeteria after
being involved in an altercation, one of the teachers
reads Jordan’s journal and finds out how he feels about
her racism; for instance, he writes about how she always
calls him “Deandre” instead of his own name. Despite
everything, Jordan is able to end the year on a positive
note. As an extra bonus for readers who like to play
with words, the title of each chapter is a twist on titles
from notable literary works. For instance, Jordan’s discovery of why the pesky Alex always wears a puppet on
her hand is called “The Socky Horror Picture Show.” If
you enjoy New Kid, follow up with Craft’s companion
book, Class Act (Quill Tree Books), to learn more about
Jordan’s friend, Drew.
Look Both Ways: A Tale Told
in Ten Blocks by Jason Reynolds
(Atheneum/Caitlyn Dlouhy
Books), is a collection of ten
short stories about urban middle
schoolers who all have unique
families and lives. Their lives
center around school, where they
try to avoid conflicts with other
students, excel at classes they find
interesting, and make deals with teachers in order to
get through the school day. For instance, Cynthia of
Southview Avenue has been given the last five minutes of math class to tell jokes that she makes up with
her grandfather. Simeon and Kenzi, friends who live
on Chestnut Street, have a secret handshake that lasts
several minutes and a friendship that will go on forever. Trista, Francy, Bit, and John John, also known as
the Low Cuts, have a reputation for taking unclaimed
change from neighborhood establishments and buying
inexpensive candy that can be repackaged and sold for a
higher price; readers will be surprised to find out what

they’re doing with their profits. And, as the phrase that
lends itself to the title of the book, Fatima of Portal
Avenue keeps a checklist of activities and observations
of her journey to and from school each day, which has
developed into the ability to “look both ways.” The
author has a catalog of other outstanding books for
teens, including When I Was the Greatest (Atheneum),
The Boy in the Black Suit (Atheneum), and Long Way
Down (Atheneum).
Laura Dean Keeps Breaking
Up with Me by Mariko Tamaki
(First Second Books) gives readers a glimpse into the teenage life
of Frederica, a.k.a. Freddy. She
shares her daily routine with best
friend, Doodle, while lamenting
her tumultuous relationship with
Laura Dean. Laura Dean is the
coolest, most sought after girl
in school, but she's not a faithful friend or partner. As
Freddy goes through the highs and lows in her relationship with Laura, Doodle is always there to pick up
the pieces. What kind of a best friend will Freddy turn
out to be when Doodle has a life-changing problem
to deal with? The concepts of fidelity and compassion will apply to all readers, and Tamaki emphasizes
how the trajectory of our existence depends on the
personal choices we make. The story’s graphic styling
by Rosemary Valero-O'Connell adds visual cues and
elements of emotion to the story, which is told almost
entirely in speech bubbles.
Patron Saints of Nothing by
Randy Ribay (Kokila) introduces
readers to Jay Reguero, a FilipinoAmerican high school senior from
Michigan, who is ready to graduate, attend college, and begin his
adult life. That's the plan –until
he gets news of his cousin Jun's
death back in the Philippines.
The two cousins were close childhood friends and continued that friendship through
letters. Jun wrote faithfully, but Jay answered less and
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less often, a fact that makes him feel guilty about his
cousin's death. Jay tries, in vain, to extract information
about Jun from his Filipino father, who keeps quiet
out of respect for Jun’s father and to protect the family's honor. In turn, Jay refuses to believe that Jun was
involved in using and selling drugs, leading to his execution by the government (under President Duterte's
aggressive efforts to wipe out the drug trade in the
Philippines). Somehow, Jay convinces his parents to let
him spend spring break in Manila to visit his extended
family, although he secretly wants to uncover the cause
of Jun's death. Remembering little of the country from
his childhood visits, he re-connects with family while
he investigates the truth of his cousin's untimely death.
Readers will feel the tension between Jay’s allegiances
to very different countries, separated by ideology and
geography.

70

Author Biography
Lynette Marten Suckow works at the Peter White
Public Library in Marquette, MI where she provides
reference assistance with library resources and digital
technology. She holds a master’s degree in education
from Northern Michigan University, is a MarquetteAlger Reading Council member, and a committee
member for the Great Lakes Great Books Award. She
can be reached at lynette.suckow@gmail.com.

Michigan Reading Journal

No More Random Acts of Literacy
Coaching
by Annie P. Spear
Brown, E. & L’Allier, S. (2020).
No more random acts of literacy
coaching. N.K. Duke & M.C.
Cruz (Series Eds). Portsmouth,
NH: Heinemann Publishers.
ISBN 978-0-325-12008-9

•
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Erin Brown and Dr. Susan L’Allier
have published a new book that is
sure to inspire literacy educators
and coaches in the state of Michigan and across the
nation. The title of this book, No More Random Acts of
Literacy Coaching, could not be more fitting; the successes and suggestions outlined within it are anything
but random. Recently, states (including Michigan) have
begun prioritizing funds to provide literacy coaching
in school districts. This newly released book provides
insight as to why literacy coaching is a worthy investment--not only in teachers but, ultimately, in children.
If you are a literacy coach or administrator in Michigan, this book will affirm the work that our state has
been doing over the past five years and will undoubtedly renew your commitment to literacy coaching. The
audience for this book is intentionally and strategically
crafted to be broad and inclusive in order to guide,
inform, and incite action from a variety of leaders
including, administrators, coaches, and educators.
Those who choose to utilize this book as they create,
revise, or reset coaching in their district or system
will be grateful to discover explicit guidance, useful
resources, and actionable steps to elevate the success of
their coaching model. This artfully and purposefully
crafted book does a remarkable job of tempering candidness with empathy.
I found Section 1, written by Dr. Susan L’Allier, to
be an engaging and authentic representation of the
obstacles related to coaching. L’Allier’s straightforward,
candid approach in this section is to be celebrated. She

Annie P. Spear

names common “obstacles” surrounding coaching and
provides examples of random acts that are less conducive to successful coaching experiences. Thereafter, she
outlines the realistic (and predictable) consequences
of not acknowledging or addressing such obstacles
head-on. In the end, she unapologetically identifies
specific ways to combat coaching obstacles. Throughout
her articulate chapter, she thoughtfully leads readers
along a question-and answer-path that is both simplistic and transparent, leaving nothing left to chance. In
fact, she equips readers with succinct, research-supported answers to each question she poses. The benefits
of coaching for teachers and students are clearly noted,
but not fully disclosed, leaving readers motivated to
start Section 2.
Moving into Section 2, Dr. L’Allier begins by acknowledging the shift in education that has occurred over the
years from teaching being an individual teacher’s “private domain” with pure autonomy to teaching becoming a more complex and demanding practice that rests
inside of a larger system with multiple directives, curricula, and protocols. Taking an assets-based approach,
she portrays literacy coaching as one way to support
teachers in this endeavor. In the remainder of Section 2,
she reveals how one can be an ally to both teachers and
coaches while also building a coaching system aligned
to research and standards. This section acknowledges
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the many stakeholder groups involved when creating
a coaching system, underscoring how critical it is to
review the available research when building it. L’Allier presents the research clearly and includes various
tables throughout this section to help readers process
the research and place it within the larger context of
a coaching system. A highlight of this book series is
the information included on the side panels that give
readers authentic examples for implementation. This
is especially useful for administrators reading this text
who may have limited time. Included are research
insights for coaching stances and practices that build
collaborative relationships to impact teacher practice
and lead to increased student achievement. L’Allier
acknowledges that the nature of some studies do not
lend themselves to providing knowledge about the
extent of student learning. In response, she concludes
the section by providing an invitation to those in the
profession to engage in future research aimed at helping
“administrators, coaches, and teachers gain more understanding about how to design an effective coaching
program” (p 40). While additional research is needed,
Section 2 successfully provides evidence of the positive
impact coaching has on teachers’ practice and students’
learning. Readers move into Section 3 ready to receive a
glimpse into authentic coaching examples.
Erin Brown eloquently begins Section 3 with a collaborative, reflective, and vulnerable tone that resonates
throughout. She shares experiences that represent her
work in the field of education which has evolved from
leadership in a single district to leading an entire state
of coaches. She divulges lessons she learned about
coaching that impacted her personal practice and
prompted her to change. Her vignettes from the field
outline examples of effective coaching interactions but
also acknowledge the challenges that teachers, coaches,
and administrators face. Just as creating a classroom
community requires responsiveness and dedication
to maintaining relationships within and across the
class while simultaneously building relationships with
individual students, coaches must do the same with the
teachers, administrators, and other educators they serve.
Section 3 leaves no doubt about the importance of the
collaborative nature of coaching. Brown’s section clearly
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illustrates that coaching is not a “one-size-fits-all” package. Section 3 is perfectly consistent with and reflective
of the research that Dr. L’Allier presents in Section 2;
as such, purposeful connections to the coaching stances
and coaching practices that have been proven effective are named in the context of coaching cycles. One
especially important connection across both Sections
2 and 3 is the importance of principal support and
the intentional, systematic, and reliable nature that an
effective coaching system requires. Fortunately, Brown
provides a goldmine of resources aligned to the research
which empowers readers with tools (that the publisher
has available online for download) to support any necessary change. Throughout every recommendation and
reflection that Brown shares, she always circles back to
students, reminding readers that each strategic action or
implemented practice is always done with the intention
to positively impact student learning.
Erin Brown and Dr. Susan L’Allier leave readers with
the choice to continue business-as-usual practices or
to pause, reflect, and change. Though presented as a
choice, the content of the book makes the correct decision quite clear—random acts of coaching aren’t highly
effective. By abandoning the random acts, coaches are
better situated to support the ultimate goal of literacy
coaching which is to impact student achievement and
efficacy. The collaborative, system-wide commitment
that effective literacy coaching requires is made quite
evident within the pages of this book, and its promise will leave readers feeling hopeful for all students
in schools throughout Michigan and beyond. This
book serves as an essential resource for administrators
(at every level), curriculum directors, literacy leaders,
coaches, and school leadership teams. No More Random
Acts of Literacy Coaching is both an invitation to reflect
upon current coaching systems and a gift that provides
structures and tools to make the desire for change
actionable.
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We Want to Do More Than Survive:
Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit of
Educational Freedom
by Raven Jones Stanbrough
Love, B. (2019). We want to do
more than survive: Abolitionist
teaching and the pursuit of
educational freedom. Routledge:
Beacon Press, Boston, MA.
ISBN: 978-0-807-02834-6
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This book is about mattering, surviving, resisting, thriving, healing,
imagining, freedom, love, and joy:
all elements of abolitionist work and teaching. Abolitionist
teaching is the practice of working in solidarity in communities of color while drawing on the imagination, creativity, refusal, (re)membering, visionary thinking, healing,
rebellious spirit, boldness, determination, and subversiveness of abolitionists to eradicate injustice in and outside of
schools. (Love, 2019)

tor-activist, mother, partner, and woman of color. Even
during my K-12 experiences when certain teachers
chose not to see me, validate my educational inquiries,
or value my dark skin, my parents and community of
caretakers affirmed my multiple identities and intelligences – in classrooms and elsewhere.

In seven of the most beautifully-written chapters filled
with hope, love, educational critiques, and aspirational
goals for inspiring new ways of educative thinking and
teaching, Bettina Love’s We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit of Educational
Freedom is intersectional joy meets sustaining freedom.
Her words are an ode to children of color everywhere,
reminding them that they matter and that they deserve
to be educated by teachers and educators who love
them and will fight for them, regardless of what they
look like or where they come from. This body of work
is about action, fighting for humanity, and enacting
abolitionist teaching. To do so, Love states, “To begin
the work of abolitionist teaching and fighting for justice, the idea of mattering is essential in that you must
matter enough to yourself, to your students, and to
your students’ community to fight. But for dark people,
the very basic idea of mattering is sometimes hard to
conceptualize when your country finds you disposable”
(2). This sentiment resonates with me as an educa-

I was in elementary school when I first heard the term
‘abolitionist.’ My teacher at the time shared with my
classmates and I that it was an important word and
that abolitionists were individuals who desired to end
slavery and other harmful and unlawful practices.
Connected to this, at home, my parents also explained
to me that abolitionists were special and sometimes
did the work that others were too scared to participate
in. My mother named Sojourner Truth and Frederick
Douglass. And my father named Harriet Tubman.
From their sharing, I learned that they each were activists committed to improving the lives and conditions
of Black people and sometimes risked their own lives
to achieve this. Their names and noteworthy deeds are
still echoed in classrooms across the globe. Their works
will not be forgotten and they, in addition to others,
have paved the way for such abolitionist activism to
continue. And the abolitionist baton has been passed
on to Dr. Bettina Love through her penning of We
Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching
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and the Pursuit of Educational Freedom. The precision of
her words, the pacing of her thoughts, and the power
of her love is indeed the baton we need to win this
educational race. Collectively, we must see ourselves as
an abolitionist relay team – learning from and passing
on social justice and equitable knowledge throughout
generations to come for the betterment of children
and their futures. We cannot afford to fumble with
the baton. And we definitely cannot afford to drop the
baton.
In seven chapters, We Want to Do More Than Survive:
Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit of Educational Freedom offers infinite wisdom that encourages its readers
to reflect on their experiences, unearth their biases, and
seek compassion when teaching “other people’s children.” In chapters 1 and 2, “We Who Are Dark” and
“Educational Survival,” Love challenges us to imagine
a more socially-just world inclusive of revolutionary
teaching and thinking. Additionally, she calls for us to
understand why children should matter to us. With
questions such as: “…How do you matter to a country
that rips children out of the hands of their parents and
locks them in dog cages for seeking a better life? How
do you matter to a country that measures your knowledge against a ‘gap’ it created? How do you matter to
a country that labels you ‘model minority’ in order to
fuel anti-Blackness?” (p. 3). It is clear that Black and
Brown bodies have not mattered in various academic,
institutional, and other spaces. To address such inquiries, Love outlines the longstanding history of inequities in education and welcomes us to consider pursuing
freedom in our work, in an effort to thrive together.
Next, chapters 3 and 4, “Mattering” and “Grit, Zest,
and Racism (The Hunger Games)” highlight Love’s
own home, educational, and classroom experiences,
while unpacking the importance of human dignity and
refusing to compromise for anyone. Likewise, Love
recalls lessons she learned from her first Black teacher,
Mrs. Johnson – a woman who loved her students and
showed them that they mattered. Similarly, in chapters
5 and 6, “Abolitionist Teaching, Freedom Dreaming,
and Black Joy” and “Theory Over Gimmicks: Finding
Your North Star,” Love describes how there is not one
way to be an abolitionist teacher. Instead, she reveals

abolitionist teaching could look like protesting in the
streets, fighting standardized testing, and restoring
justice in classrooms, standing with students to end
gun violence, welcoming new struggles, setbacks, and
disagreements. Likewise, Love implores us to work to
dismantle racism, sexism, ills that plague dark communities, and to know that theory does not solve issues –
only action and solidarity. Finally, chapter 7, “We Gon’
Alright, But That Ain’t Alright” addresses how racism
is killing Blacks at alarming rates, and provides examples of how centering wellness needs to be a common
practice for healing and participating in abolitionist
teaching.
Reading Love’s text has enabled me to recommit to
teaching and learning in ways that will allow me to
affirm all of my students’ diverse experiences and center
my own Black joy. Abolitionist teaching is an act of joy,
resistance, creativity, and so much more. Abolitionist
teaching and thinking is necessary for speaking truth to
power. The time is now for us to keep passing this abolitionist teaching baton to all. In order to win a relay
race, a team must be on one accord. They must run.
They must practice the passing of the baton. Although
this act can be difficult at times; it can be accomplished.
The baton cannot be dropped or the team will be
disqualified. Love’s We Want to Do More Than Survive:
Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit of Educational
Freedom is a blueprint for helping us to envision not
dropping the baton. To assist us with becoming lifelong
relay racers in the quest for revolutionary change. I am
ready to lace up my shoes, run, and encourage others to
do the same.
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Reads Initiative (TZRI), which provides and organizes
literacy-related events and resources for Detroit-area
children, students, and families. Dr. Jones Stanbrough
is a lover of all things Detroit, Scrabble, and The Clark

76

Sisters, and resides in Detroit with her partner, Darryl
Jr., and their daughter, Zuri Hudson. She can be contacted at: jonesrav@msu.edu.

Michigan Reading Journal

Review of Furia
by Lisa Nienkark
Furia by Yamile Saied Méndez
Hardcover: 368 pages
ISBN-10: 1616209917
ISBN-13: 978-1616209919
Publisher: Algonquin Young
Readers (September 15, 2020)
Language: English

Lansing

•

Camila realizes, and her story unfolds as truth trickles
into her relationships with her best friend, boyfriend,
and family.
“Furia! The part of me that had been set free during
the game stretched her wings and howled at the sun.”
(p.17)
MRA readers who have embraced the canon of YA
fiction promoting racial justice in the United States
should consider adding Furia by Yamile Saied Méndez
to their reading list. In the author’s notes, Méndez
posits that American readers should not conflate American racism with racism of other countries, including
Argentina, which is the author's native country and
the setting of the book (354). She then convincingly
presents how gender intersects with race and ethnicity in this setting, depicting a nuanced, complex, and
multi-dimensional experience of discrimination. More
importantly, like her previous books for children and
tweens, Méndez’s YA debut explores the challenges of
self-acceptance, identity, and empowerment.
Méndez draws us into the complex world of seventeen-year-old Camila Hassan—uncertain yet confident,
hesitant yet impulsive, obedient yet angry. Camila,
also known as Furia – Fury—on the soccer field, is a
multiracial, multicultural Argentinian high school student with talents and passions. Throughout the book,
she pays homage to her Andalusian, Black, Hispanic,
Palestinian, Russian, and indigenous ancestry, while
also navigating her dream of becoming a soccer professional with secrets and lies in order to defy not only
cultural, but also familial expectations and limitations,
regarding a woman’s place. “Lies have short legs” (1),

In Camila’s Argentina—and likewise in Méndez’s most girls aren’t “allowed [to play soccer] … because
of the stigma” (Simeon, 2020). When Camila was
younger, her father berated her publicly for playing
soccer, reminding her it was only for men. Additionally, her working class parents make sacrifices to send
her to a private school with the expectation that she
will become a doctor. In an ironic twist, this education
also provides Camila an opportunity to gain a license
to teach English. The first and longest-standing shortlegged lie is Camila using her private school’s college
prep study sessions as a cover for soccer practices and
games; it staggers about from its own heavy weight,
precariously posed to fall as social media has the potential to out this lie.
Camila’s older brother Pablo, a rising regional soccer
star, knows his sister’s soccer secret, and he also warns
her against her former neighborhood boyfriend for a
hot minute, who happens to be an impressive rookie
—El Titán - in the European soccer leagues. Another
short-legged lie occurs when El Titán returns home for
a weeklong visit. Camila is reluctant to reveal to her
best friend and family that she’s been meeting up with
El Titán; however, his celebrity status merits intense
social media. Her best friend finds out about the budding relationship when El Titán posts online a photo
of them together. The situation is further complicated
by the fact that El Titán thinks Camila is someone
who needs rescuing – by him. He does help her find a
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job teaching English part-time to earn money for her
future, but he is also selfish in wanting her to come
abroad to live with him, which would mean Camila
would have to give up her professional soccer dreams.

the narrative progression, Camila has been inspired by
the women who have come before her, either in fiction
or family, and now she joins this matriarchal host as she
becomes an inspiration for this ten-year-old girl.

Another challenge that subtly saturates Camila’s life is
colorism. As previously mentioned, she is a teenager of
Andalusian, Black, Hispanic, Palestinian, Russian, and
indigenous ancestry, with her dark complexion eliciting
ostensibly affectionate nicknames of Negra and Negrita
by family and friends. In an ideal world, we would
think that Camila would call people out for these
expressions of colorism; however, Méndez notes that
would be “unrealistic for [Camila’s] character,” adding
more importantly that “her life is at risk every day
just for being a woman—a woman who wants to play
fútbol professionally, no less—she wouldn’t have the
emotional energy to notice or address the nickname,
much less call it out” (354). This realistic depiction will
resonate with readers who also make choices—inadvertent or intentional, tacit or spoken—about which prejudice or discrimination they have the energy to address.
It also reminds readers with privilege of the complex
intersection of gender and racism.

MRA readers will appreciate this transformation in
Camila, but they’ll appreciate so much more: a real
deadbolt on Camila’s bedroom door that functions as
literary symbol, a protest march (attended by Camila)
that is reminiscent of the march in All American Boys,
action-packed snippets of soccer games with unexpected
results, and realistic dialogue with occasional Spanish
here and there. However, I agree with Ron Charles, a
Washington Post writer who believes that book reviewers
should not be “spoilers,” so I recommend that readers check their favorite public library or bookstore to
immerse themselves fully in Camila’s world.

These same readers, with or without privilege, will
surely be impressed that, despite the multi-faceted
challenges she faces, Camila remains true to herself
and to the warrior spirit of her female ancestors who
burn inside of her. While attending school and playing soccer, Camila starts teaching English at El Buen
Pastor, a church that had once been an asylum for
disobedient women—nicknamed Las Incorregibles, to
underprivileged children so she can set aside money
to go to the United States. Camila recognizes herself
in one of the children and gives the girl her childhood
books. Many of these given books, which are written by
Argentinian women, are timeless favorites and abundant with female protagonists. When Camila was little,
these books inspired her to believe that she “could do
impossible things” (342); in turn, Camila gifts that
inspiration to the next generation. In particular, readers
who are teachers will intuitively recognize this subplot
as a means of revealing Camila’s developing maturity,
altruism, and a mentoring heart. Up until this point in
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By sharing Camila’s story, Yamile Saied Méndez has
crafted a fast-paced, engaging story for MRA readers to
explore how gender and socio-economic class intersect
with race and ethnicity in Argentina. A first step in
anti-racist education is to provide opportunities for students to question, analyze, and challenge personal and
structural racism. Furia provides that opportunity and,
more importantly, Camila shows how one determined
teenager navigates that terrain while moving forward to
attain her dreams.
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